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It is true that we shall never reach the goal; it is even more than probable that there is no such place. And if we lived for centuries and were endowed with the powers of a god, we should find ourselves not much nearer what we wanted at the end. O toiling hands of mortals! O unwearied feet, traveling we know not whither! Soon, soon, it seems to you, you must come forth on some conspicuous hilltop, and but a little further away, against the setting sun, descry the spires of El Dorado. Little do ye know your own blessedness; for to travel hopefully is better than to arrive, and the true success is to labor.

—Robert Louis Stevenson, “El Dorado”

For the laboring men and women of Lowell and everywhere: the immigrants, including my Irish grandparents and my Colombian wife and her family; the roofers and accountants, the refugees struggling for a foothold, the diner waitresses and car mechanics; the factory workers, the drywallers and nurses, the teachers, the plumbers, the cops on patrol and the weary bartender who extends last call for the soldier come home.





July 19th, 1969

Saturday night. Jack Sheils stopped at the corner of Westford and Coral and leaned against a telephone pole. “Outa shape,” he muttered. He should never have taken the desk job at the post office. Up until five years ago, and for the previous nineteen years he’d been on his dogs, walking the South Lowell route every day. And before that, he was drilling with the 5th Infantry in Northern Ireland and then marching around Normandy and into the Rhineland. The Red Diamond Division under General Stafford Leroy Irwin. Their motto: We will.

He clasped his short-sleeved shirt between a thumb and index finger and gave it several tugs to feel something like a breeze on his chest. Gazing upward, he saw that a few stars were visible through clouds, yellowed somewhat by the city lights. He recalled as he walked on into Cupples Square that it had been named after Lorne Cupples, a WWI soldier who suffered severe stomach wounds near Verdun. After visiting him, the chaplain wrote to his family, “He will die like a soldier, and that is the greatest thing to do.”

Jack set off through the square along Westford Street, some part of his mind, as ever, wandering the old paths of war and remembering some of those faces that would not be seen again. But his mind also kept turning to the Americans out there in space, beyond help, hopefully not beyond prayers, relying on machines to get them to the goddamn moon and back. Machines break down, which was why he was on foot. He had bought a 1964 Ford from a guy in Pawtucketville. “Runs like new,” the guy said. It had, for a while. But engines malfunction. Parts give out. Joey Geoffroy was putting in a new water pump for him on Monday, so Jack had to hoof it for the weekend. The car was a Galaxie Sunliner. Joey pulled a water pump out of a wrecked Galaxie Victoria, but he said it’d be compatible, and Joey knew.

He wondered if the Apollo craft had a water pump. Ah, but a dried-out seal, a loose belt, an oil leak; any of the thousand glitches in a complicated machine could spell doom for those spacemen. They must have great faith in the engineers and in the men and women who put the rocket and the capsule together. Great courage, too. Courage to spare. There were always those who would say, “We will.” Even after the last crew was burned alive on the launch pad. He told himself that NASA had learned from that tragedy, and, after all, it was no Ford Galaxie they were taking out to the galaxy.

A couple of drunks were hollering incoherent accusations at each other outside the Highland Tap. A gaggle of co-drunkards had issued from the bar and were trying to separate them and calm them down. How quiet it must be on the moon. Jack had even heard birds in the Ardennes, and you wouldn’t believe they would stay in those cratered forests where trees fell like so many matchsticks under a rain of German artillery. But on the moon, there were no birds, no crickets, no Harleys thundering past, no howling drunks. The silence must be terrifying. Only the sound of your own breath—inhale and exhale—inside that claustrophobic helmet. Terrifying. To be stranded alive on the moon if the engine failed—a lonely death in silence—sympathetic radio voices. But then, they knew that well, and as Shakespeare said, the readiness is all. Sometimes, during the siege of Metz, at the Bulge, or later, smashing through the Siegfried Line, Jack had envied the dead. The torn limbs and the thousand-mile stares, the screaming missiles, the frantic digging at the frozen earth—it was all over for them.

He supposed that the idea of safety was an illusion down here. After all, as they say, the earth is just a big spaceship. But the illusion is comforting. Our tether to life seems more secure on solid familiar ground, though many are happy and healthy tonight who’ll be dead before the astronauts are scheduled to return. Mary Jo Kopechne was a carefree young girl when the astronauts set off on their mission, and she had already drowned in a car.

And look at poor Finny Doyle. Jack hadn’t seen him in years; then today when he was driving with Joey G. down Parker Street to go to the scrap car lots on Tanner Street, he saw him getting out of a car with a woman Jack didn’t know. “Slow down a minute, Joey. I know this guy.” He rolled down the window and said, “Hey Finny!”

Haltingly, he turned and said, “Hi, Jack,” in a soulless voice while the woman kept walking.

“How the hell are you?” Jack asked, pretending he didn’t notice that his old friend looked bad.

“I’m dying,” he said and followed the woman.

Poor Finny. Jack called Charlie Samis later and found out that Finny’s liver was shot. Kidneys too. He was on borrowed time. Charlie said that on Finny’s last visit, the doctor had said, “I can’t believe you’re still alive.” What a thing to say to a person. Jack thought he’d like to find out who that doctor was and give him a good shot in the kisser. And so, later in the afternoon, he had walked down to Molloy’s Bar, because sitting at home Jack kept thinking of his old friend’s yellow face, and the words: “I’m dying.” And he had drunk too many beers, not to mention the shots of Jamie, but at least there was a ball game on the radio in the bar, and a few guys to talk to about whether Ted Kennedy was all done, and about whether they would like to go to the moon if they had the chance. Dick Guthrie said he’d go in a heartbeat, but everyone knows brave words in a barroom don’t amount to much.

Jack quickened his wavering pace because he had to piss. He walked up the front steps of 832 Westford Street but was having trouble getting the key into the door. He heard a screen rising in a window above him. The landlady, Mrs. Powers, leaned out.

“Mr. Sheils?”

“Yes, Mrs. Powers?”

“I thought that was you.”

“Yes, Mrs. Powers. My key . . . .”

“Mr. Sheils, you don’t live here anymore.”

The thought clouds that had hovered over his brain began to thin, and he recalled that yes, he had moved out of this place. “Jesus Christ!” he said. “Excuse me, Mrs. Powers.”

“That’s all right, Mr. Sheils.”

He turned about and descended the steps but paused at the bottom and looked back up, where the old woman could still be seen in the window frame. He was all fuddled. He could recall the look of the new place, but for the moment couldn’t remember the best direction to get there. “Mrs. Powers?”

“Yes?”

He was feeling a bit light-headed. “Where . . . where is it I live now?”

“It’s 82 Harris Avenue, behind...”

“Oh, yes, of course. Thank you. Behind the church.”

“Would you like a cup of coffee, Mr. Sheils? I think you need a cup of coffee.”

“That’s very kind of you, Mrs. Powers. You know, I think I would like a cup of coffee, and if I could use your bathroom?”

“Of course.”

The old woman went into the kitchen to make coffee while Jack found the bathroom. He recalled the last time he had been in this apartment. He had heard a thud above him and came upstairs to discover that her husband Tom had fallen. He helped Mrs. Powers get him onto the couch, where Tom normally sat all day in his housecoat smoking Raleigh cigarettes and speaking in a jumbled way that only his wife could understand. He had returned to her from the Great War a shadow of the man she had married. Jack couldn’t recall if it had been gas or shell shock or what, but poor Tom was done. All done.

When Jack had taken a seat in the small living room, Mrs. Powers called from the kitchen, “How do you take it, Mr. Sheils?”

“No sugar, thank you. Dash of milk if you have it.” He looked around the room. The walls were papered with a botanical design, lush ferns and hanging leaves in muted colors. A bit Victorian, Jack thought, but reassuringly homey. A bowl of plastic apples sat atop a Magnavox television set. Neat writing desk with mail sorted into slots. Bookcase beside his chair. He leaned sideways to read the titles: Longfellow’s Poems. The Conquest of Mexico. Little Women. Emerson’s Essays. Forty Easy Meals You’ll Be Proud to Serve. There was a photo of her late husband in his military uniform on a side table, and above the couch where her husband used to sit, a painting of a ship that appeared to be struggling in a storm. Oval braided rug. All order and peace here, and it made Jack feel calm. The smell of old Tom’s cigarettes still lingered under the smell of furniture polish, giving his ghostly presence substance.

When she came in with the coffee on a tray, he rose instinctively, but she told him to sit down, she had everything in hand. “Now drink that,” she said. “And shall I make you a ham and cheese sandwich?”

“Oh, no thank you, Mrs. Powers. This is an awful lot of trouble for you.”

“Well, as my old mother used to say, it’s not very Irish to offer a guest something to drink and nothing to eat.” Before she went back to the kitchen, though, she went to a hall closet and came back with a fan. She moved her husband’s picture and put the fan on the table directed at him. “Very warm tonight,” she said and went off to the kitchen while he sat placidly sipping his coffee and listening to the sounds of a dish retrieved from a cupboard, the jangle of silverware in a drawer, a jar of mayonnaise set down and meat unwrapped. The sounds and his position brought him back to the day when he first returned from the war and his mother hugged him and cried, pushed him into his father’s stuffed chair and ran off to the kitchen to get him food.

“You’re too kind, Mrs. Powers,” he said when she set the sandwich on the hassock in front of him. Only then did he realize that he was hungry and began to eat.

“Well, I do miss you, Mr. Sheils. You were a fine tenant. Up every morning and out to work. Lights out at ten o’clock. Kept the front walk shoveled in winter. Helped me with Tom that time.” She shook her gray head. “And thank you for coming to his funeral.”

“Not at all. You were very good to him. And he sacrificed a lot for his country.”

“Yes, he did. We all did. I often recall the words of Milton: They also serve who only stand and wait.”

He nodded and swallowed. “Yes.”

She sat up then and smiled indulgently, “Now I never knew you to be a big drinker, Mr. Sheils, except at Christmas, maybe. I hope nothing is troubling you.”

“You needn’t worry. It’s just . . . did you ever feel a sense of foreboding?”

“A premonition?”

“Not a premonition of anything in particular. Not like, you know, I’m afraid to get on this airplane. It’s just . . . I don’t know. It’s the country. It’s a bad time. Ted Kennedy drove off a bridge with that young girl. She went under, and he didn’t call the police. He just left. Why would he do that? They say sometimes there’s an air pocket in the cab of the car. What if she was alive for some time? Why didn’t he wake up everyone and get help? Get the divers down there.”

Mrs. Powers sighed. “He says he was confused.”

“His brother wasn’t confused after an enemy destroyer cut his PT boat in half in the middle of the night, and the oil burned in the sea all around them. He took command and saved lives. A leader has to keep his head and do what he can do.” He shook his head. “It’s a bad time. About two, three weeks ago, Life magazine published photographs of 242 young kids killed in Vietnam in one week. One week. And nobody is sure what we’re supposed to accomplish over there. And then today, I saw an old friend and it seems his liver is gone, and he told me he was dying. That’s all he said. I said, ‘How are you?’ And he said, ‘I’m dying.’ And he walked away. What do you say to that?”

“Oh dear,” she said. “My, my.”

“And I find myself wondering, or worrying really, about these guys up in that little capsule hurtling through space. How far is the moon, Mrs. Powers, do you know?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact, I looked it up in my encyclopedia today. It’s 240,000 miles away.”

“And sometimes it looks so close. But think of that. It’s what . . . three thousand miles from Lowell to the Pacific Ocean? Think of all the cities and plains and rivers and mountain ranges and trackless rolling forests and vast deserts between here and there. That’s just three thousand miles. They’re going two hundred and forty thousand miles away from every other human. No one has ever been that alone. America needs heroes badly right now, Mrs. Powers. And I’m so proud of them, you know, but I find myself very tense lately. Worrying about them.”

“Yes. I can understand that Mr. Sheils.”

“That’s why I overdid it a bit tonight. All of that.”

“Yes.”

He took another bite of his sandwich and sipped his coffee. The old woman watched him. The fan blew his graying hair. Her husband had never been fit to have children with her, and how could she have raised a child with him anyway? She thought that if she had had a son, he might be around this man’s age.

“It’s none of my business, Mr. Sheils, but did you never think to get married? You would have made some girl a fine husband.”

“I became a cynic, Mrs. Powers. Would my parents have brought me into this world if they could have known that in my prime of youth I’d be sent off to war? I don’t think so. Not if they knew what that meant.” He paused and looked down at the braided rug. His brow furrowed as if he were trying to solve a problem. “In May of ‘45, just a few days after the surrender, I accompanied medics of the 5th to Czechoslovakia. Helmbrecht. It had been a concentration camp for women. I won’t describe it, Mrs. Powers. I can’t describe it. You lose, or I lost, the will to bring children into a world with so much evil in it. And suppose I had come home and married a nice young woman and had a son. It’s the same thing all over again. Two hundred and forty-two boys in a week, Mrs. Powers. Maybe my son would be one of them. Or like this poor Callery boy they renamed Highland Park for just a few years ago. Or, forgive me, your husband who suffered so much from the First World War. It goes on and on. People never learn.”

The old woman looked at her hands as if she could find some answer there and then clasped them together, twisting the gold band of an old promise on her finger. “I can certainly understand your feelings, Mr. Sheils.”

He finished his sandwich and rose. “I feel so much better. I guess I hadn’t really eaten today. Thank you, Mrs. Powers. Sorry to trouble you like this. What a dope, standing at the door with the wrong key.”

“We are creatures of habit. It’s no trouble at all. Do take care of yourself, Mr. Sheils.”

“I will. By the way, I was happy living here. It’s just, there’s no yard here, you see, and I wanted to have a bird feeder, and you know, be able to watch the birds. I want to sit in the yard and watch the sparrows, the blue jays, the cardinals. It relaxes me. Read the paper out there. I like being outside.”

“You don’t need to explain anything to me. They say a change is as good as a rest.”

“I just wanted you to know.”

He took her hand in his and held it warmly, thanking her once again. She reminded him that they were going to show the moon landing on the television the next evening—she didn’t know what time. “I’ll be praying along with you, Mr. Sheils,” she said. “They say they plan to land on a part of the moon called the Sea of Tranquility.”

“Beautiful name,” Jack said.

“Lovely name, isn’t it? Poetic. Like ‘the infinite meadows of heaven.’ That’s Longfellow.”

On the way home, Jack stopped at Highland Park—Callery Park now. He said a brief prayer for Billy Callery at the stone memorial. PFC Callery had joined that endless column of ghostly infantry. Jack didn’t know if it made any sense, or whether it was a good war, or if there was such a thing. But he had nothing but respect for those dead; all the young soldiers who once stood shoulder to shoulder under a rain of fire and wore on their shoulders the insignias of their units, the Big Red One, the Lucky 13th, the Pathfinders.

So many had never known old age, but by God, they had known brotherhood.

Jack wandered farther into the park and sat on one of the old swings that had rocked him through the air as a boy. The clouds had moved on. Gripping the cool chains in his hands, he leaned back and saw above the belfry of St. Margaret’s Church, a half-moon like a glowing cup in the sky. Tears gathered in his eyes, as he whispered to the infinite meadows of heaven. “Come on, Apollo! Fly right! Do it, men! Christ Almighty, we need some good news down here.”





Jailbird

December 22nd. Two men sat at a bar in Lowell, Massachusetts. It should have been snowing gently outside the plate glass windows that overlooked Middle and Central Streets, but it was pissing rain. One of the men, Emmet Burke, was gazing out the window, watching the rainfall through the yellow halo of a street lamp and thinking it was another example of how the real never measured up to the ideal, which of course was the White Christmas that Bing Crosby had made famous; Irving Berlin’s nostalgic ode to some wonderful days we used to know, a perfect holiday that never really existed—the Christmas in the ads where everyone is wearing warm socks and drinking hot chocolate by the fire and harmony reigns. A beautiful lie. Like people who die in the movies. The sun is setting, and their loved ones are around, and they say some touching and memorable thing or pass on some beautiful secret and expire in the radiance of grace. The truth is, people often die crazy, in some nursing home that smells like dirty diapers, howling at the staff to fuck off and wheezing and gasping for that last breath. But not Bing Crosby.

“You know how Bing Crosby died?” Emmet asked his friend. “You know what his last words were?”

Tony Dos Santos turned away from the TV news, where a professor was explaining that mistletoe was an invitation to sexual harassment. “I made a lot of crappy movies?”

“He should have said that. He said, ‘That was a great round of golf,’ and he died. Right there on the golf course. He was a hell of a golfer. Better golfer than an actor.”

“I hate golf, but that’s a good death. Clean.”

“Damned right. ‘That was a great round.’ Boom! I dream about dying sometimes. I’m always in a crash—an airplane or a car crash. And I survive the wreck, but then I know I’m dying. Hope that’s not an omen, a foreshadowing.”

“I have the same dream over and over—what do they call it?”

“A recurring dream.”

“Right. Yeah, I have a recurring dream that I’m back in the slammer. The guard comes by and I ask him, ‘When is my release date? Isn’t it soon?’ And the guard says, ‘No, they added a few years, Tony.’ And I’m there screaming, ‘Why? What did I do?’ I wake myself up yelling at the guard.”

“That’s a shitty dream.”

“Awful. Sometimes I jump up with my heart pounding like crazy.”

Emmet watched Tony gulp his Michelob Ultra. There were fewer calories, he’d told him, but Christ, that battle was lost. With the extra weight he’d put on after his release and his bad knees, Tony lumbered a bit now, especially after his eight-hour shift in the kitchen of the Falstaff Club. He was a shadow, a fat shadow, of the tough bastard he’d been before he spent two decades in the can for armed robbery.

In jail, he was recruited by gangsters who may have heard of him or seen him box in the Golden Gloves or watched him pound the shit out of the heavy bag in the gym, but somehow, he’d managed to steer clear of any affiliation. Work out and study and do his job in the kitchen; that was his life for twenty years. Got his GED in there, and then his associate degree in culinary arts. A woman who came in to teach a literature class got him into reading; he had plenty of time, and he started to read a lot. He told Emmet he read Jack London, Hemingway, Jack Kerouac, Kurt Vonnegut, Ursula LeGuin—a lot of books—even poetry. If you thought Tony was dumb just because he was a jailbird, you were mistaken. That’s why Emmet liked him. He had originally been friends with his younger brother. He’d met Tony through him, though of course, he had heard the stories. Tony Dos Santos was a local legend, or had been. The legend was old now. The young guys didn’t even know him. People forget when you’re away for twenty years.

He noticed that Tony’s beer was empty. He finished his draft and ordered another round. There was a Christmas tree set up at the far end of the bar. When the aging ex-con turned toward him, Emmet saw that the lenses of his glasses were spangled with the reflected blues, greens, and reds of its bulbs. But he also saw, or felt, that the eyes beneath that shower of joyful color were anxious. Jerry, the bartender, brought their beers and asked if they thought the Patriots had a shot at the Super Bowl this year. They both shook their heads and agreed they didn’t have the horses. “Father Time is catching up with Brady,” Tony said. “And he’s undefeated.”

“And this fella here knows about time!” Jerry said.

Tony nodded gravely. “Seconds, hours, and years,” he said. He spoke the words as if they were a malediction or awoke the memory of pain.

Emmet pushed some bills across the bar and said, “That’s good.” Jerry nodded and rang the tip bell as he opened the register. Emmet reached for his draft and slid the Michelob toward Tony. To cheer him up, he said, “Dreams aside, you’re out, and you’ll never be back in the Big House. You’re a law-abiding citizen now.”

Tony didn’t respond. He swigged his beer and looked at the Christmas tree. Finally, he said, “Let’s take our beers over to the booth in the corner. I need your advice.”

“Sure,” Emmet said, and with his cell phone and damp coat in one hand and his beer in the other, he led the way. When they were installed at the table, the older man leaned forward and said, “I want to tell you something. I have to warn you that by telling you, I may be putting you in great danger. So, if you’d rather not hear it, I understand.”

“Will I be able to protect myself?”

“Yeah, you just need to keep your mouth shut.”

“I can do that.”

“This information is dangerous to know because it’s deadly to repeat. That’s why I’m warning you.”

“I get it, Tony. All you need to say is don’t tell anyone. I take that very seriously.”

Tony nodded and seemed to relax as if he were breathing freely at last. “Good. Good. I do know that. That’s why I’m talking to you.” He loosened his scarf. “Warm in here,” he said and took a slug of his beer.

Someone at the bar yelled, “Who gives a shit about the news? Put the Bruins on!” A cacophony of voices arose. Emmet heard none of it, only the low voice of his companion—the quiet voice of experience, of dues paid, of a life redeemed.

“There’s a guy,” Tony began. “His name is one you would have heard. A street soldier from a particular gang of criminals. I won’t repeat names here because that knowledge can only hurt you. He would kill you if his bosses told him to, or for a fee, or just because he doesn’t like you. He’d kill you and think no more of it than you would of slapping a mosquito on your arm. I know him from the old days when I was doing drugs and robbing banks, and he knows me. Now there’s another guy. He comes into the club most days, most weekdays, for lunch. And this killer—he wants him dead.”

“Why?” Emmet asked.

“Hold off on that for now.”

“Okay.”

“So, this person, this street soldier, approaches me as I’m leaving the club the other night. I was not happy to see him. Like I said, he’s a very bad person. He doesn’t live in Lowell anymore, I don’t think, so I was nervous. He slaps me on the back like he wants to talk about old times. ‘Let’s have a beer at the Worthen,’ he says. You don’t say no, Emmet. So, we cross the street and walk over to the Worthen, get a beer, and sit down, and finally, he says, ‘I hear you’re a cook at the Falstaff. That’s where’—and he mentions this other guy’s name—’comes in for lunch quite a bit.’

‘Yeah,’ I say, ‘he’s a regular.’”

The door near the two men opened, and they turned to see a couple coming in, lowering a shared umbrella. Emmet had been half expecting to see some scowling street soldier of an unnamed gang. A cheer rose from the bar, and he glanced over at the TV. Krejci had scored and was gliding over the ice, his stick raised in triumph. He squinted to see the score. Two-zip, Bruins. He turned back to Tony, who was thumbing the label off his beer bottle. “So, he asks you about this other guy . . . .”

“Right. And he asks me what the guy orders. I say, ‘You know, soup and a sandwich, usually. That’s what he likes.’

‘Listen, Tony,’ he says, ‘I need a favor. I’m going to give you something, and I want you to put it in his soup. He won’t taste it, and people will think he had a heart attack. Happens all the time. He’s in a high-stress occupation anyway. And if they ever found it in him, anyone could have put it in his soup when he went to the men’s room or whatever. There’s a crowd at lunch, right? You will have cleared off his table and put the rest of the soup down the drain and cleaned the bowl. The poison will come in a small paper container. You burn it at the gas stove flame, or flush it, put it in the garbage disposal. There’s no evidence. None. Someone could have poisoned him before he ever got to the club.’”

“Jesus H. Christ,” Emmet said. “What did you say?”

“I said, ‘Listen, I can’t—I can’t do that. I’m sorry. I’d like to help you out, but I can’t do that.’ I told him about my recurring dream, that I’d rather die than go back, that I follow the rules now ‘cause I can’t do any more time. I’m too fuckin’ old.’ I tell him all that because he can understand it, you see? I don’t say, ‘I’m not a killer. I never was.’ I was a bank robber, Emmet. Yes. But I never shot a teller. I never would have, really. Like that old song says, ‘I walked in a lot of places I never shoulda been.’ That’s true, but a killer I never was.”

“How did he take it?”

“He listened, and he stared at me—right into me. I’m telling you when you look into the eyes of a guy like that, you can feel the cold. They have no feelings, Emmet, no sympathy, no conscience. Then he says, ‘Five grand now and ten grand after? Would that change your mind? You know, the price is negotiable.’ I told him it wasn’t a question of money. I just couldn’t do it. Finally, he says, ‘I understand. People will be disappointed, but I’ll explain the situation. You don’t have to worry, Tony. I always liked you. When you went down, you kept your mouth shut and did your time. I respect that, and we’ll do right by you. Only one thing I’m sure you already know. If it ever gets back to me that you told anyone what we discussed here tonight, I will kill you.’ I told him I wouldn’t blame him, and he got up and left.”

After he had heard the story, Emmet said, “What’s the problem? My advice is to shut up. Mafiosos kill each other all the time. You’re not going to change that. You’re off the hook.”

“This guy they want to kill is not a mafioso. He’s law enforcement.”

“Not my brother! Is that why you’re telling me?”

“Not your brother. Your brother would know him. This guy is a prosecutor in the city.”

“Shit.”

“I told you I wanted your advice, Emmet. That’s not true. I guess I want your approval. Like I said, I did a lot of reading in jail, a lot of thinking. Who am I? Who do I want to be? It’s almost Christmas, and I thought, how am I going to feel when this guy’s family celebrates Christmas without him because some piece of shit doesn’t like the way he does his job, and me, I just let it happen.”

“You already told the cops.”

He nodded. “I ain’t gonna die like Bing Crosby, Emmet. But I’m at peace with that. I taped a deposition this morning.”

Emmet’s brother told him, a month later, that the cops had arrested Greaser DeCola, Mule Murray, and Garret Buckley and charged them with conspiracy to commit murder and a string of other crimes.

“Who were they planning to murder?”

“Tom Benchley, works for the DA. There was an informant. Then they got a wiretap that confirmed the contract these guys were planning to put out. The cops offered the informant witness protection, but he says he’s going to stay in the city.”

“Well, maybe when they’re locked up . . . .”

His brother let out a skeptical chuckle. “Yeah. Good luck with that.”

Emmet called Tony and pleaded with him to take the offer of protection. There was resignation in Tony’s voice. “Come on, Emmet,” he said. “I’m old and fat and worn out. Too tired to go count the days in some strange place. That’s just another kind of jail. I never wore a mask when I robbed banks. Never liked to hide. Maybe that was stupid. But I won’t start hiding now. I did what I did.”

A month later, Tony disappeared. His body was discovered shortly after near the Pawtucket Gatehouse, tangled among the debris that gathered at the flashboards above the falls. There were two bullets in his head and the word “RAT” scrawled in marker across his shattered face. Emmet found that he was crying as he read the account in The Lowell Sun. He let the newspaper fall, and his head sank into his hands.

What a crazy world, he thought. We have priests who say they devote their lives to Christ and end up raping children. Respected lawyers whose job it is to help killers go free. Politicians who swear they just want to serve us, and no one can understand how they got so rich. And then you have a convict who dies for a stranger because he doesn’t want to think of his kids facing Christmas without Dad.

He looked toward the ceiling and spoke to the spirit of his friend, or to his image in memory: This whole stinking ship is full of rats. But Tony Dos Santos, you were not one of them.





Cast a Cold Eye

I’ll call him—well—considering the nature of the story—I’ll call him Marley. And then I can say, along with old Boz, “Marley was dead.” That is, he was dead to me. I believed him to be dead. Was I certain? Well, I didn’t see the body. How do we know that most people are dead? We hear it. I don’t get the local paper, so I’m not likely to read an obituary. Usually, what happens is I get gabbing with some high school chum about the old days and a name comes up, and I ask, “Is he still around?” And the chum says, “No, he died in the late nineties,” and adds the cause of death if he knows it. Or, for instance, last Saturday morning, down at the coffee shop, I hear someone say, “Jeez, I saw Kate Ross just the other day at Brook Farm. She was walking out there with her dog, the Australian collie or whatever they call them with the blue eyes. She was a big hiker. She used to post a lot of pictures of sailing on the Merrimack.”

“Kate Ross died?” I ask.

And everyone nods, and the same someone says, “Never sick a day in her life. Just told her daughter she was tired and wanted to lie down and—boom! Just like that.”

This news requires that I readjust my mental picture of the world. Kate Ross—dead. No more to walk with the blue-eyed dog, nor wander fields where the moorcock calls, nor glide under a billowing canvas over the back of the Merrimack, nor tweet, nor post, nor like. Nor nothing. Alas, we could not entice her a while to stay. In nomine Patris et Filii et Spiritus Sancti.

How did I hear that Marley was dead? It began more gently. I heard he was sick. Then I heard he was in a coma. Weeks later, I heard that his stomach was full of some strange bacteria—ripe with it—and that these bacteria were multiplying and could not be killed by any intravenous antibiotic. Poor guy was nothing more than a comatose bio-hazard bomb. I understood he would never come out of it, that they had told his wife to prepare herself and to make the arrangements. I heard she went and picked out a coffin. And then I didn’t hear anything for a couple of days, but when I asked, I heard—I clearly heard someone say: “Marley is dead.” I had no reason to disbelieve it. Consequently, I made the mental adjustment. Marley and his bacteria—gone. I hung his image, the affable pock-marked face topped with wispy hair, in the “Gallery of the Dead,” that hall of portraits in our minds that grows longer with time.

I didn’t think it odd that I heard nothing of the funeral because Marley was not a close friend. I taught an English class for blockheads in summer school for a few years, while he was teaching an Algebra class, but we worked at different schools during the year. I’d see him around the building during the summer session, coming or going, maybe exchange a bit of Red Sox chat in the lounge area, and then, the five weeks were up. I wouldn’t see him again until the next summer if I worked. But I would run into George or Linda, or other people connected with the program who knew him better than I, and it was they who had informed me of his lapse into a coma, of his impending demise, and one of them, I forget whom, of his passing. I said a brief prayer, after my agnostic but literary fashion:

O man! hold thee on in courage of soul

Through the stormy shades of thy wordly way,

And the billows of clouds that around thee roll

Shall sleep in the light of a wondrous day,

Where hell and heaven shall leave thee free

To the universe of destiny.

That evening, out on the deck, I raised a glass of vino to him. “You were a good sort, Marley,” I said to the moony night. “Farewell!” I thought little more of Marley, to be honest. I had my own death to think about, which could not be far off, relatively.

Dead. Toasted. Hopefully not roasted. Picture in the gallery. Gone. Mental Adjustment complete. Bacteria victorious. Man defeated. Life goes on sans Marley.

Six months later, I found myself in an old mill building which had been converted for modern use, and where on the sixth floor, my doctor bustles about in his white coat. After my checkup, I was descending on the elevator with four or five other people, thinking about my slightly high cholesterol, my climbing PSA, and the doctor’s admonition to cut the drinking down to two glasses a week. A week! Barbarous. I was lost in these sullen reflections, examining my reflection in the polished silver doors in front of me, when the car jolted to a stop with a jarring ding and the doors slid open. And there, directly in front of me, a foot away, on two living legs, looking a bit pale but not ghostly, was a living Marley with his pock-marked face and wispy hair. “Jeeeeesus Christ!” I cried, (unwittingly invoking the name of an earlier resurrectee). I staggered backward into the citizens who, in their efforts to exit, were pushing me toward the dead man.

There were expressions of bewilderment from those who had traveled down the shaft with me as I resisted their propulsion. The reason for my odd behavior was instantly made clear to them by my tactless, tasteless, and utterly spontaneous cry, “I thought you were dead!”

Marley stopped there in front of the elevator and responded casually, “Everyone thought I was dead.” The crowd sauntered on, looking over their shoulders, while an elderly couple shuffled onto the elevator, which left without my now living friend.

I resisted the temptation to test his substantiality with a poke. “What the hell happened, Marley?”

“No one really knows. After they had given me up for a goner, I suddenly woke up, and I recovered.”

“I apologize for my outburst,” I said. He shrugged it off. I was still puzzled. “So—now—I don’t know how to say this, but didn’t they tell your wife to make the funeral arrangements?”

“Yup. She bought the very cheapest coffin they had, by the way. Not that I would have noticed . . . .”

“No. I suppose not.”

“Still . . . .” he said, looking somewhat wounded. He asked if I would be doing the summer school that year and we spoke about that. The ding sounded, the elevator doors opened again, and I realized I must be holding him up from some apointment. “Well, I’m very glad to find you so . . . not dead.”

“Thanks.”

As I said, we were not close friends, and we had exhausted the momentous topics of summer school and his not being dead. “Let’s get together for coffee sometime,” I said in parting.

“Sure. Great,” he said, but I didn’t even have his number, and as my grandfather used to say, “Sometime is no time.”

The final act of this little drama came a few months after the elevator encounter. I ran into George at Market Basket. “Hey, hey, hey,” he said. That was his customary greeting.

“Have you seen Marley?” I asked.

“Poor Marley’s dead,” he said.

“No! He isn’t! I ran into him downtown. Let me see, it was . . . .”

“He died on Friday.”

Now I had just removed the image of Marley from the Gallery of the Dead and replaced the old familiar image triumphantly upright on the plane of the living. With us. And here was George telling me to lay poor Marley low once more. “Are you sure he’s dead?” I asked.

“I ran into Dick Mulligan at the Worthen. He mentioned it.”

“Dick Mulligan mentioned it, eh? That’s the same Mulligan who once told us he was having a sexual relationship with a female demon spirit, an incubus?”

“I think it was a succubus. The difference is . . . .”

“I don’t care what the difference is! Mulligan is non-compos mentis. I’m not going to be surprised by a living Marley again based on Mulligan’s word. I’m going to investigate.”

Investigate I did. I cut my food shopping short and drove home to search online through the obits in The Lowell Sun. Well, there was no question. There, among the photos of the recently dead, was the pock-marked face, the wispy hair, and the placid eyes taking a last peek at the living public. “Passed away suddenly at his home.” It turned out that the wake was that afternoon, and I thought I should go.

There wasn’t much of a crowd, just a few of the teachers who had worked with him at the high school and a gaggle of cousins. His wife, I have to say, looked well in black; she was taller than he had been, and I apologized mentally to old Marley if I gave her physique an approving gaze. I’m sure he would have understood. I’m not dead, yet. I took her proffered hand and told her that Marley was a good guy, that I had always enjoyed working with him, and that I was sorry to see him go. I didn’t say, “for a second time.” I was glad I had come because she looked touched. She was very sweet. I was hoping they had refunded her money for the first coffin and maybe given her a break on the second, which by the way, did not look cheap to me, but I confess I’m no connoisseur of coffins. I moved on and knelt in front of Marley and said a prayer from Tennyson:

Behold, we know not anything;

I can but trust that good shall fall

At last—far off—at last, to all,

And every winter change to spring.

I don’t know if I would have been entirely shocked if, like Finnegan, Marley roused himself and sat up, saying, “I’m feeling a lot better.” The whole series of events left me with an odd feeling. You’re alive. You’re dead. You’re alive. You’re dead again. There didn’t seem to be a lot of difference in the grand scheme of things. No noticeable vibrations in the fabric of our reality. Physicists now believe our past and our future is forever being lived and relived somewhere in space-time, or so a professor told me down at the coffee shop. Behold, we know not anything. Shakespeare probably had it right, though. We are all players with our entrances and our exits, and unlike Marley, no re-entrances. For when we exit this brightly lit stage, it’s damnably dark and cheerless in the wings, and you will never hear your cue unless it’s for the last great curtain call.





Down to the Crossroads

Lee Van Dinter woke up early, with the beginning of a song he’d heard in a dream running through his head. The others, “my associates,” as he referred to them, were still lying on the rows of cots around him, like so many piles of ragged wheezing laundry—stinking shapeless lumps, from which protruded bony arms and wiry beards. He sat up and tried to remember the lines that were left as the dream dissipated.
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