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Part One


 


  The Father: Sergeant Brian O’Malley 1937




  Chapter One




  Patrolman Aaron Levine kept his eyes on the traffic ahead of him as he tried to gauge the mood of the sergeant. The thin tuneless whistling was neither irritable nor cheerful.

  It was just the automatic sound of breath forced through the slightly parted lips of Sergeant Brian O’Malley. Levine risked a quick glance to his right and his eyes flicked the hard clear-cut

  profile.




  “Thinking of making a turn, are you?” Sergeant O’Malley asked while staring straight ahead.




  “Oh, no, Sergeant, I was just checking that cab. He came kind of close.”




  “Them cabbies can handle themselves in traffic. They’re not about to hit a patrol car. Let’s take a left on 117th. We’ve got us some bad jigaboos on that

  block.”




  Levine’s long bony fingers tightened on the steering wheel. Eight months and he still could not get used to it, this feeling of being an alien in an alien land; a silent witness,

  incredulous and always slightly afraid of the men with whom he worked.




  

    

      

        Jesus, the niggers are hot stuff when they got their load on.




        You ought to see them on a Saturday night. Christ, you never seen anyone’s eyes roll around, like they was going to pop the sockets.




        Hey, them wops is mean, vicious sons a’ bitches when they got one of them vendettas of theirs going. But you gotta give them credit. They take care of their own

        and don’t bother outsiders unless someone messes with them.




        What kind of shit is this? How come I got the sheeny driving for me? How the hell did the little Ikey-kike work that?


      


    


  




  “Take it nice and slow now. Let’s give them the opportunity to get a good long look at us,” O’Malley instructed. He pushed his hat up off his forehead,

  ran his finger under the sweatband. “Hot for October, Jesus, isn’t it though?”




  He started whistling softly again, turned to stare past his driver to the other side of the street. “Played basketball, did you, at City College?” he asked without preliminaries.




  “Well, yes. Not varsity, that is. You have to be a junior to get on varsity.” Levine seemed unable to stop repeating the word, which acted as an immediate irritant.




  “The varsity?” Sergeant O’Malley twisted the word tightly. “And what the hell might that be: the varsity?”




  The soft Irish voice posed the question with an innocence that Aaron Levine had learned to be wary of; anything to do with his two years at City College had to be handled with a degree of

  caution.




  “Well, varsity is the regular college team. That gets to play against the other colleges. The rest of us, well, we’re in squads and play against each other.”




  “Well, sounds like great sport. Takes stamina, then, all that runnin’?”




  “I got the long legs for running, Sergeant,” Levine said. He always tried to make the comment himself; his long pole legs were a sore point with him.




  “As long as they run in the right direction,” O’Malley said in his soft, ambiguous, accusatory way. “Let’s pull up here, in front of the huge Packard. It’s a

  living crime, isn’t it, these jigs and their big cars while their kids roam the streets for food. Now Patrolman Levine” — Sergeant O’Malley shifted his compact body slightly

  and waited until the patrolman met his gaze — “this here is one of those stops which is what we will call ‘unofficial.’ Is my meaning perfectly clear to you?”




  Aaron nodded. “Yes, Sergeant.”




  The sergeant’s eyes studied him for a moment, unreadable in the darkness of the patrol car. “Well, let’s just see how clear. What does it mean when I tell you this is an

  ‘unofficial’ stop?”




  Aaron licked his dry lips with a dry tongue. Involuntarily his hands traced empty patterns in the air. “Well, Sergeant, it means that . . . that we don’t put it in the memo book.

  That you’re . . . taking a personal or something — ”




  O’Malley’s voice cut him off. “It don’t mean I’m ‘taking a personal or something.’ It means we didn’t stop at all, so how the fuck could I be

  taking a personal if we didn’t stop at all?”




  The young patrolman responded quickly in what he hoped was an earnest, good-natured tone. “Yes, sir, Sergeant. We didn’t stop at all. Right.”




  The sergeant smiled at him tightly, as though he was a stupid child who had just learned a simple lesson. “Well, that’s fine now, just fine. What else did they teach up at the City

  College besides basketball? Well, don’t worry about it, son, you’ll learn out here before you know it.” He got out of the patrol car, looked around, then leaned in the window.

  “Look at them little pickaninnies, will you, ten o’clock at night and them all over the place like little cockaroaches. Damn shame.”




  Aaron cut the motor but his fingers lingered on the ignition key for a moment. He glanced at his wristwatch. God. Two more hours to go. Then two more tours of four to twelve, then a swing, then

  midnights. Whoever thought they were doing him a favor was wrong. Not that it was much of a choice, but given a choice, he’d prefer to patrol his tour alone, on foot.




  He rubbed his tired eyes carefully with his fingertips and wondered, as he had wondered maybe a million times these last eight months: What in God’s name am I doing here, a policeman, in a

  uniform, with a gun at my side?




  Sergeant O’Malley opened the pack of Chesterfields. With his thumb, he pushed the bottom of the pack, then grasped a cigarette between his teeth. Restlessly, his eyes

  searched the barroom. Narrowed against the smoke and heavy acrid odors of human beings, his eyes were two dark-blue slashes, barely visible but aware of everyone around him. He hunched his broad

  shoulders forward, cupped his hands around the flickering match, inhaled deeply, blew the smoke straight out from his lungs.




  “Pretty quiet tonight, Jappy. Where’s the action?”




  The bartender, a brown-skinned man with strangely slanted Oriental eyes, a fighter’s flat nose and taut purple lips, turned as though to confirm the sergeant’s observation.

  “Sure is quiet, Sergeant. Ain’t much action, not nowhere. Middle of the week. Business been bad, Sergeant, real bad. You can know that for a fact.”




  O’Malley swallowed exactly half of the shot of whiskey and carefully replaced the glass directly over the small wet circle before him. “Don’t give me none of that shit, now,

  Jappy.” He spoke without malice, absently, by rote.




  The bartender ran his hands down the front of his body, which was covered by a dirty grayish apron. “Ain’t no shit, Sergeant. Ain’t nobody with money to spend. Not round here.

  Don’t know myself how I gonna make the rent this month. That’s a fact.”




  “Well, you just worry about making your ‘rent’ to yours truly and other things will take care of themselves, lad.” He finished the whiskey and pulled his mouth down.

  “This must be pure kerosene. Likely take the lining off my stomach.”




  “Now, Sergeant, you know I keeps a special bottle just for you and your men.”




  “Sure you do, Jappy, sure you do. And someday I’m going to catch you putting something into it. You watch yourself and see if I don’t.”




  O’Malley pulled himself from the bar and extended his hand. He gestured impatiently, his fingers snapping. “I haven’t got all night, Jappy.” He regarded the bill which

  was placed in his hand and shook his head. “Ah, now, you’re having sport with me. Is that it?”




  Jappy turned, hit the no-sale key and the drawer of the cash register slid open. He pointed to the small pile of bills. “Sergeant, I swear to God, I’m coming up most empty. Hell,

  ain’t enough to put bread on my table.”




  O’Malley sighed and his fingers snapped inexorably. “Let’s not exchange tales of woe, Jappy my boy. It’s too late and I’ve got to get out and look this neighborhood

  over and keep the peace in the still of night.”




  Two single dollar bills were handed over, added mournfully to the five. O’Malley regarded the currency bleakly before his fist closed over it. “Ah, you’ve got to put some

  effort into it, lad. It’s not much of a place you’ve got here, what with all the violations you’ve not taken care of, and what with stories around about tiny little kids, not

  bigger than this here bar” — he held his hand, palm down, level with the bar — “drinking their fill. Have a care, Jappy my boy. It’s not much, but it is all

  you’ve got, after all. And I’ve got a lot of people over me who don’t want to know your problems; they just want to see the green.”




  “Next week, Sergeant,” Jappy said blandly, “things goin’ to pick up for sure.” He grinned, a wide, joyless but nonmalicious showing of his teeth. “Like the

  man say on the radio, good times just around the corner. Just don’t know where that corner is, but sure would like to take my turn at it.” He reached beneath the counter, moved his head

  sideways. “One for the road, Sergeant.”




  “No, no thanks the same, lad. One shot of that poison will do me. Stay out of trouble now, Jappy.”




  Jappy watched the large blue-uniformed man walk slowly, steadily along the bar and out the door. He watched O’Malley without anger or resentment or feelings of any kind. O’Malley was

  just a fact of life, and as the facts of Jappy’s life went, O’Malley was neither particularly good nor particularly bad.




  Sergeant O’Malley tossed a pack of cigarettes to the young patrolman beside him.




  Levine returned the cigarettes. “Thanks, Sergeant, but I don’t smoke.”




  “Ah, don’t smoke? Is it smoking seems like a bad thing to you?”




  Carefully, trying to avoid offense, Aaron said, “Well, I still play a little ball, and smoking cuts my wind.”




  “I was afraid you might be worrying it would stunt your growth,” O’Malley said caustically. “Take a right at the next corner. Fine. There now, see the little candy store

  down the street? Pull over just across from it.” O’Malley, between puffs of smoke, regarded his driver thoughtfully for a moment. “Take a walk over there, lad, and say good

  evening to Mr. Horowitz. He’s a nice enough old gent and always glad to see the boys in blue. He’ll be especially glad to see one speaks his own language, in a manner of

  speaking.”




  Aaron nodded. “Right, Sergeant.”




  Sergeant O’Malley held out Aaron’s nightstick. “Take it along with you, officer. Puts the fear of God into the niggers and makes Mr. Horowitz feel a little more secure. See he

  gives you a nice glass of that egg-cream soda you people like so much.”




  Aaron could feel O’Malley’s hard stare along the back of his neck as he walked with his long, crazy-legged strides. He was conscious of the weight of the stick in his hand and the

  thumping of the .38 against his thigh.




  The candy store was dimly lit, small, scruffy, dirty. A bell jingled as he opened the door. Two black men turned to regard him, their faces stiff, sullen, disinterested. Their eyes slid from

  Aaron to each other and as though by silent, mutual agreement, they concentrated once more on the heavy, chipped mugs of coffee.




  The old man was short, round, frazzled. His hair stood in thin bushy clumps around his skullcap; his wire-framed glasses magnified watery, colorless eyes. His brows were thick and unruly and

  dominated a broad, wrinkled forehead. He leaned from behind the chipped marble counter, raised his hands in a familiar gesture of greeting that seemed almost supplication.




  “So, nu, officer, what you’d like to have? A nice ice-cream soda, it’s such a hot night for October.” As he spoke, his hands snatched at a tall glass, grabbed

  eagerly at an ice-cream scoop.




  “Make it a plain seltzer, please.”




  “A plain seltzer?” The old man seemed offended. “You should have a little something in it, maybe a little milk and some syrup, so we make you nice chocolate or vanilla egg

  cream maybe?”




  Aaron shook his head, glanced at the two black men who were listening but pretending not. “Just plain seltzer, really.” His fingers slid two pennies across the marble counter.




  Surprised, the old man carefully slid the pennies back toward Aaron’s hand and looked fully into his face for the first time. “Nu, you insult me. You come here to insult me,

  you can’t take a glass of seltzer by me.” The round magnified eyes blinked rapidly, then held steady, puzzled by Aaron’s face. “Gott in himmel, a landsman.

  So what are you doing in that? That blue, a boy like you.”




  The two Negroes slid their attention between the two white men, one old and funny-talking, the other nothing but a policeman. They couldn’t understand the old man’s surprise or what

  he was talking about or what connection had suddenly sprung between them. Whatever it was, the two black men didn’t get it; whatever it was, the two white men seemed comfortable with each

  other, like old friends.




  “Everyone has to live,” Aaron told the old man apologetically.




  Mr. Horowitz held his head to one side for a moment as he considered Aaron’s words. Then he nodded and turned away. “Yah, yah, true. Everyone got to live.” He reached up,

  withdrew a pack of Camels from the cigarette rack. “So, I hope this is the right brand for you. If not, you tell me. I got others.” His gnarled fingers indicated his wares.




  Aaron shook his head. “Thanks, but I don’t smoke.”




  “You don’t smoke?” the old man asked incredulously. “What’s you don’t smoke got to do with the price of apples?” He reached for Aaron’s hand,

  pressed the package of cigarettes into the large palm along with a five-dollar bill. “Nu, you got something to learn maybe they didn’t teach you yet?” He jerked his head

  to one side, turned his body away from his customers, cupped his hand around his mouth and motioned Aaron closer to him.




  “You tell them, please, you tell them not six this month. My wife, she had to go to the doctor twice this week.” He held up two fingers for emphasis. “Twice this week alone and

  that shtunk, the fees he charges, he should die choking on money.”




  Aaron placed the cigarettes and the money back into the old man’s hand and shook his head. “I just came in for a seltzer,” he said.




  The old man shrugged. “Look, boychik, it ain’t nothin’ to do with you. Ain’t nothin’ to do with me neither if you want to know the truth. I’m

  glad the boys come around. This way everyone knows they have to behave themselves.” His eyes moved sideways toward the two men, still hunched over coffee cups. “It

  ain’t you who picks up, then it’s somebody else. It’s the way of life. You’ll do yourself a favor, you’ll do me a favor, just do what’s expected.” He

  pressed Aaron’s fingers tightly around the pack of cigarettes and the money, held his hand for a moment, gave it a squeeze and released it. “It’s the way things are. I’m

  grateful God should be so good to me I got my health.” He turned now to the two black men and smiled. “You’re finished the coffee now, gentlemen, you’ll give me, please,

  that’s five cents each, and I’ll wash up the cups and tell you good night so I can go home and go to bed.”




  The two men stood slowly, regarded the old man, then Aaron, then each other. Wordless, the taller of the two dug into a torn pocket, fingered around inside the lining and came up with a dime,

  which he placed, somewhat regretfully, on the counter. Then they left and the bell on the door jangled as they shut it behind them.




  “So, nu, a Jewish policeman. When I think of policemen in the old country . . .” Mr. Horowitz put his hands on either side of his face and rocked his head from side to side.

  He studied Aaron for a moment, his face softened and he said kindly, “Look, don’t be so upset by this, this with the cigarette package. A little here, a little there, things run nice

  and smooth. The schwartzes know the police look after things, so I ain’t got no problems with them. It’s worth it to me, you fellas stop in now and then, have a soda and a

  shmooz.”




  Aaron’s hand felt clammy and sticky on the cellophane package. The bill was damp against his palm. “This” — he held the pack up — “this is regular?”




  The old man laughed; his face registered an old man’s sympathy for the innocence before him. “Ah, you’re just a baby, mein kind, a little boy in that big, tall

  policeman uniform. How old, twenty-one, twenty-two? Me, I’m an old man. I lived a long time already. Things is the way they are. You’re a good boy, a nice boy. You come back next time,

  I make you a real nice egg cream. Now, ah, now, I close up and go home and go to sleep. At six A.M. I open, six A.M., and it’s very late now.

  You go now, go now.”




  Aaron felt the weight of the graft in the palm of his hand, wet, sticky, unclean. He handed it to O’Malley without looking at him.




  “That little cheap son of a bitch,” O’Malley said. “Five? What’d he tell ya, that his wife was sick?”




  Aaron stared straight ahead through the windshield. “Yes,” he said, “Mr. Horowitz said his wife was sick.”




  “Ah, well, I’ll see him myself tomorrow night.” He held the cigarettes before Aaron’s face, close to his nose. “And you still don’t smoke?” he

  asked ambiguously.




  Aaron turned his face to the sergeant. “No,” he said coldly, not trusting his voice; it had thinned with tension. “No, I still don’t smoke.”




  “Well, aren’t I the lucky one then, getting all these nice packs of butts for myself. Drive straight on down the avenue.”




  O’Malley leaned comfortably back against the seat and loosened the collar of his tunic. The plaid shirt beneath his uniform was too damn heavy and warm for the weather and the weather was

  too heavy and warm for the time of year. He would be glad when it turned cold and raw. The hard winds would clear the streets of the damn black niggers, all leaning against the lampposts, sprawled

  the length of outdoor stairways, leaning and sitting and lounging on garbage cans or on the curb or along the running boards and fenders of cars like they were glued in place. He’d never seen

  a race for just leaning on things like these people.




  As Aaron Levine carefully followed his directions, O’Malley scanned the scene through the side window. A bum hurriedly hid the brown paper bag behind his back, nodded his head toward the

  patrol car in that funny, silly way they had about them. Ah, the hell with that damn fool. O’Malley was not about to collar some jig for drinking from a common bottle. Not at ten-thirty at

  night. He glared at the son of a bitch just long enough and hard enough to let him know he had fooled no one, especially not Sergeant O’Malley. Couldn’t let them think you weren’t

  on to them at all times. Well, they knew him up here at any rate. A hard man. Yeah, watch out for Sergeant O’Malley, he’s a ball breaker. Damn right too they were to think it; it was

  the only way to deal with them. It was what they expected and what he gave them.




  “What the hell is that up ahead there?” O’Malley asked. He pointed to the left side of the street.




  “Looks like a jump-rope game,” Levine said. He braked lightly and waited for the sergeant’s instruction.




  “Ah, for Christ’s sake, now look at them. All them little girls should be home and asleep. Just pull up here for a minute and I’ll have a word with them.”




  There were four of them: two steady enders and two steady jumpers. The steady enders were the smallest, no more than seven or eight years old, with big, dark evasive eyes. The tiniest dropped

  her hand and the rope dangled from it as she watched, from beneath her lowered face, the police sergeant approach.




  “Now what are you little girls doing out this time of night?” Brian O’Malley asked in what he thought was a warm and friendly tone.




  The three smallest girls studied the sidewalk intently, then looked up, not at Brian but at the oldest girl. She was a slim light-tan girl with a head full of tiny tight braids which stuck out

  at all angles from her skull.




  She spoke for all of them in a lazy blurred voice. “We just jumpin’. Ain’t doin’ no harm.” She mumbled but her expression was sharp and defiant and her tan eyes met

  him without wavering.




  “Just jumpin’, is it? And do you know what time of night it is? You should be home in your beds asleep.”




  The smallest girl turned and ran, dragging the rope behind her. The oldest girl called after her, “You let that rope go, you dum’ Lainie. You drop it, hear? That my rope we

  wuz usin’.”




  She ran forward swiftly and gracefully and snatched the rope from the sidewalk, and as she returned to where Brian and the two other girls stood, she slowly and deliberately wound the rope

  around her arm and over her shoulder into a loop. She returned her gaze to O’Malley and waited.




  “Well, where do you live?”




  The second-smallest girl giggled, pointed across the street.




  “Well, get going home then. Right now, missy.”




  The child grabbed the other girl’s arm and pulled her. “She my sister. She live there too.”




  “Well, isn’t that a wonder. Get off home, then, the two of you and quick.” He turned from the sight of them running into their building. This was another matter altogether

  standing here confronting him. Thirteen, maybe fourteen, she stood, feet wide apart in broken shoes, flimsy sweater and dirty skirt over thin body, head raised slightly, fingers threading the rope

  over her shoulder restlessly.




  “Well, now, what about you?”




  “Didn’t do nothin’. Just standing out here. Didn’t do nothin’.”




  There was a stretched tension about the girl. Her body, thin and limber, seemed about to spring, either at him or from him. Her voice was tight and challenging. The little bitch didn’t

  come high as his shoulder, and though she’d said nothing openly defiant, there was nothing but defiance and insolence coming from her.




  “You watch that mouth of yours or it’s liable to feel some knuckles,” O’Malley said quietly. “Where do you live, or don’t you have a home? You some little

  alley cat, or what?”




  She seemed to go pale. It was an odd thing but sometimes these yellow ones went pale and it never failed to surprise him.




  “Ain’t no alley cat,” she said tightly. “Got a home like everybody else.”




  She didn’t flinch or grimace or make a sound when he wrapped his strong hand around the slender arm and squeezed, deliberately inflicting a hard, mean pain.




  “Then turn your black ass around and head for your home before I take my nightstick and start knocking some of them braids off a’ your kinky little head.”




  He shoved her from him and watched her closely. Her eyes glassed over with stark hatred; her mouth twitched but she raised her head and walked past him slowly, with that deliberateness he had

  noticed before. The rope hung over one thin shoulder and she rested her hand inside the loop. He watched her walk down the block, a child but not a child. Nearer to a woman; nearer to a black

  woman. Her backside swayed, high-assed, with that peculiar sway-back that emphasized the hard, lean but rounded buttocks. Christ, it got to him. Made him think of someone else. Some other

  high-assed black woman with black firm flesh.




  He watched the girl turn toward the entrance of a tenement, stop, face toward him. He couldn’t see her clearly, just the dark outline of her slim young body, but the contempt was in the

  rigid posture and the sudden way she turned, head high, dismissing him by entering the doorway. He ought to follow after her and give her a taste of his nightstick. Right across that high black

  little ass. Little bitch. Little black bitch.




  Brian O’Malley returned to the patrol car. He strained to get his voice normal. “Little bastards ought to be home in bed instead of out on the streets this time of night. Well, what

  can you expect anyways? Look what they come from. Drive along 118th, give us a right on Lenox.”




  O’Malley removed his hat and wiped his forehead with the back of his hand and sleeve. He could feel sweat down his back, under his arms, in his crotch. Memory, moist and hot, flooded

  him.




  The first real attraction had been the over-all darkness of her skin: all over her body, a smooth, even brown, her breasts as dark as her arms, her arms as dark as her stomach, one smooth

  stretch of color. Rounded, all of her rounded, all of her a wondrous combination of hardness and softness. Firm flesh which was not like any flesh he had ever known: it was flesh which had moved

  toward him, at him.




  O’Malley shoved his hat on, pulled the visor low over his forehead. Levine slowed down, anticipating a red light.




  O’Malley turned his attention to the Jew. Who the hell did this long-legged little kike know anyway, to get his ass in a patrol car not even a full year on the job? He should be out

  pounding his shoes, not resting his behind.




  Raucous laughter, female, high and sustained and uninhibited, cut through all other street noises and thoughts and brought O’Malley back to the inside of his brain, to contemplation of

  that despised, degraded and degrading body. His hands rested lightly on his knees, moved, his fingers cupped kneecaps which turned into dark, hard, mysterious breasts. His tongue flicked his lips

  dreamily.




  

    

      

        You wanna taste, baby? Go ahead, baby. Ain’t you never tasted? Man, you ain’t never lived. You poor policeman, think you know everything when you

        don’t know nothing. But Lola will teach you.




        Moist, thick, sour, sticky, repellent. But still . . .


      


    


  




  His large hands kneaded his kneecaps but they were not pliant and wildly obscene: she had a marvelous obscenity of flesh beneath the skin, nipples leaping hard at his touch.

  Belly round and flat at the same time. Muscular. Muscles moving easily, drawing in the flesh so that her whole rib cage seemed to pierce the surface of dark skin when she writhed in a certain

  way.




  

    

      

        You like to see tricks, baby lover man? Ain’t nobody showed you no tricks? Just one, two, three, out and away. Shit, honey, that’s nothin. That’s not

        even getting there. Getting there’s the most fun, the ride, the trip on the way. Let Lola show you, take you there. Oh, nice, nice, not yet, slow down, lover man, slow torture, let it

        be, right to your toes. Feel it, lover, feel it where you didn’t know you could. Lola gonna make you feel. Oh, baby, can’t you just die, what Lola do for you?


      


    


  




  There was static on the car radio, a voice spoke some incomprehensible message, but they ignored it since it hadn’t been prefaced by their car number.




  “You want me to continue along Lenox, Sarge?”




  O’Malley snapped his head around. “Huh? Oh. Yeah, yeah, just move along some. Let’s give Patrolman Fitzgerald a see.”




  Patrolman Fitzgerald was where he was supposed to be, clearly visible, clearly on the job.




  He saluted casually. “Hot night, Sarge, for the time of the year.”




  “Yeah, it is.” He scanned the memorandum book which was presented for his initialing. Fitzgerald had a nice round clear hand. “Here, what’s this all about? Here, at

  nine-twenty you found Jones’s grocery store opened? What was that all about?”




  “The old man is getting a bit absent-minded, Sergeant. He left the light burning and the door on the latch. I sent a neighborhood kid up to his flat to fetch him. He’s getting on to

  seventy-six or seventy-seven, you know. Just took himself off to bed without locking up. I gave him a talking-to, you know.”




  O’Malley peered brightly from beneath his visor. “And what did he give you in return?”




  Fitzgerald clutched his breast theatrically. “Oh, now, Sergeant O’Malley, what is it you’re thinking? Would I be accepting anything from the poor old gent?”




  “You’d accept his eyeballs if you could sell them to a blind man.”




  Fitzgerald said bitterly, “Ah, the old man is so damn old he hasn’t the sense he was born with. Didn’t even have the decency to tell me ‘thank you, officer’ and

  that’s a fact.”




  “It’s facts I go by, Fitz,” O’Malley told him. “And they have a way of making themselves known.”




  “Sergeant, you know me.” Fitzgerald spread his hands wide and his nightstick dangled from its leather thong.




  “Yeah, I do and that’s the trouble. Well, good night, Fitz. And watch yourself, lad, because you never know who else might be doing just that.”




  Again, innocence accused, Fitzgerald’s tone was injured. “Ah, Sergeant O’Malley, I’ve no idea at all what you mean.”




  O’Malley didn’t respond. He’d gone through the routine with Fitzgerald automatically. He tried to distract himself with words but the images and memories and flesh-longing

  encompassed him again as he settled in the patrol car and he could not distract himself from his body. His brain filled with remembered sensuality and he sat, slightly dazed, in the dank, sour

  automobile.




  “Sergeant O’Malley, you want me to take a left on 127th?”




  It was the second time Aaron had asked the question, but O’Malley still didn’t answer. Since he could only go right or left and stay within their precinct, Aaron pumped the brake

  pedal and signaled for a left turn.




  “Go straight ahead,” O’Malley said in a strange thick voice.




  “But we’re on 127th.”




  “Go straight ahead. Do what you’re told.”




  Aaron didn’t ask any questions but he felt a slow creeping chill down his spine as they crossed the barrier into the 32nd Precinct. The city was defined by precinct lines: each territory

  marked out, assigned, defined. He felt as threatened as though he were in a foreign land where an incomprehensible language was spoken. The simple fact was that a radio car from the 28th had no

  legitimate reason to casually patrol the streets of the 32nd. At each corner he hesitated, slowed, waited for the order to turn around and head back.




  “Keep going to 129th,” O’Malley instructed.




  At 129th, O’Malley directed a right turn. “Pull up here. No, a bit farther down, in back of that Dodge. All right, all right, cut the motor, Levine.”




  O’Malley was tense and irritated but more tense than anything else. He blotted sweat from his upper lip, glanced through the windshield, then through the back window. His tension was

  contagious and Aaron looked around too, afraid of what might be coming.




  “I’ll not be gone more than a few minutes,” O’Malley said.




  Aaron had to suppress a crazy urge to plead with O’Malley not to leave. What if a precinct car came by? What would he say? What the hell was he doing here anyway?




  “I just have to take care of a personal matter,” O’Malley said. “Sit tight and keep your eyes straight ahead. You don’t know nothin’ about this. Just take it

  easy.”




  “But, Sergeant, what if a precinct car comes by?” he couldn’t resist asking.




  O’Malley glanced at his wristwatch. A quarter to eleven. Good timing. “There’ll be no precinct car. Relax and keep your trap shut, Levine. And your eyes straight

  ahead.”




  O’Malley disappeared somewhere behind the car. Aaron couldn’t resist the urge to watch him through the rear-view mirror. He entered the second building behind the car before Aaron

  turned around and stared out the back window.




  Swell. Now the stupid Irish bastard was shaking down people outside his precinct. All Aaron needed was for the regular precinct man to come along and start asking questions. He

  wouldn’t know what to say. What do you say to these crazy dumbbells?




  In a whisper loud enough for God to hear, Aaron prayed, “Please, please. Let him come back in a minute. Let him just take a leak in the hallway and come back and let us get out of here

  before one of those other gonifs comes and starts asking me questions. What do I know about all this? Please!”




  





  Chapter Two




  The strong sharp odor of black enveloped Brian O’Malley completely. He filled his lungs in short hard gasps, breathed through his mouth, tried to avoid the repugnant

  sourness of the tenement hallway but the urine, sweat, grease, body, animal smell encompassed him, clung to him, entered him. He stopped halfway up the wooden staircase and listened, not to the

  muffled sounds of radios behind the walls or of people moving about.




  His hand moved down, gently pressed against the hardness which had, unbidden, throbbed against the fabric of his trousers. It was the first time he had touched himself since the sight of the

  girl and he was not surprised. The hardness was from within the center of himself, where no resolve or regret could ever penetrate; there was only the one destroying desire for the soft-hard body

  of the flat-bellied brown woman on the top floor.




  He rapped his knuckles sharply on her door, pressed his face close to the fetid wood. He heard a shuffling movement, a sigh, and then her voice, heavy as he remembered it.




  “Who dere?”




  His lips practically tasted the rotting wood. “Open up, Lola, it’s me. It’s Sergeant O’Malley. Open up the door.”




  The voice seemed to whisper from within the wood itself into his ear. “What you want?”




  His shoulder leaned heavily with a terrible physical awareness of the barrier between them. “Open up before I rip the door off.”




  He heard the lock turn, felt the metal doorknob turn within the palm of his hand. She stepped back and watched him as he entered the room.




  Added to all the other odors, there now assaulted him the odor of the woman. Beads of sweat stood on her broad dark forehead. There were large wet half-moons under each arm of the shapeless,

  colorless wrapper. She drank deeply from the glass of gin and that too filtered through her body, came from the pores of the skin, mixed with other smells, blatant, repellent, maddening,

  mysterious.




  She leaned against the table at the center of the small dark room and said without expression, “Ain’t seen you in a long time.” She moved to the sink, poured more liquor into

  her glass, leaned back. It was a crazy room: a kitchen, but at the same time a living room, with heavy upholstered furniture.




  The sink, the fact that she stood there, leaned against the sink, made Brian feel that they were in a kitchen and that, too, added to his growing sense of excitement. There was only one small

  light in the room, a yellowish bulb which hung from a wire in the ceiling and which moved slightly from side to side, as though she’d brushed it with her hand. It cast shadows over

  everything, cast her face into ugly shadow. It was an ugly face, wide, placid, unfocused. Her very placidity and ugliness excited him. The richness of her naked arm, the knowledge that beneath the

  thin fabric of her wrapper was that brown moist mystery of flesh, choked him. His hand moved along the buttons of his tunic; he slid his belt around so that his holstered gun pressed the small of

  his back.




  Watching him, she moved now; she moved her head back and forth slightly, but so slightly he wasn’t sure he had seen it, and if he had seen it, the movement, of denial, only increased his

  sense of purpose and his growing sense of brutality.




  Here, in the kitchen, standing up, clothed, her, pressed against the sink, shaking her head, no no no. His eyes stayed on her full lips as his fingers undid the buttons of his fly.




  “Don’t shake your head at me, you bitch,” he told her and grabbed her heavy face, held it still.




  “You don’t understand, baby,” she said. The lazy slurred speech, not alarmed, reconciled, explained. “I been trying to tell you something, man, but you ain’t

  listening.” Her voice breathed into his face with the hot steaming smell of her. She moved from him, a step away, looked down at her own body. “Okay, man, see for yourself,

  then.”




  She held the robe wide from her naked body, showed herself to him. She hooked her thumbs inside the narrow band of elastic which encircled her waist and she jutted her pelvis forward. He

  watched, repelled, fascinated, drawn by the openness with which she displayed the stained sanitary napkin. He was appalled by her frankness; more appalled by the quickening of his own lust.




  It was some primal force, unknown, unknowable, that made the hot flesh within his hand swell and throb, pound with blood toward the blood he had seen, whose tantalizing pungent odor entered his

  nostrils with the familiar earthiness of an animal beckoning him. It was the powerful awareness of the presence of that forbidden blood that drove him toward her again.




  There was a different tone in her voice now, something urgent, bordering on fear. “Hey, listen there a minute, man. Ain’t what you think. Ain’t the monthly blues, honey. See, I

  had to get me this operation. Got me socked up and this old woman down the street, she done this job on me just two days ago.” She turned, lifted the glass, held it for him to see, to confirm

  her story. “See, I been drinking gin steady.” She swallowed hugely, eyes closed, head tossed back, then jerked forward to assure him. “Well, you know I don’t drink like

  this. But she didn’t do me so good, that old woman, and I got me plenny pain and trouble.” The slurring voice tightened and she seemed suddenly, starkly sober. “Hey, man, you

  ain’t listenin’ what I been telling you. I been hurt pretty bad. I been cut up inside.”




  He heard nothing but the sound of her voice; not her words; not her plea; not her meaning. He reached out and ripped the wrapper from her. The pleading sound reached some dark corner of his

  need; he responded in a rough, hoarse, grating voice, and this too, this hard sound of himself, was what he needed.




  “Don’t give me no shit, Lola. We done it before when you were like this.”




  Bodily memory of that other time overwhelmed him. One hand felt his own flesh, smooth, swelling, burning. His other hand tore the narrow elastic band from her body, tossed the bloody napkin with

  its reeking gelatinous fumes away from her.




  “No, no, that was different. Please, oh, God, no, listen, I’m all tore up inside.”




  He responded relentlessly to the begging panic sound of her with his own deep-throated unbearable hardness. “Stand still, you whore. I’m gonna come out the other bloody side of you.

  Damn it, stand still!”




  His hand dug at the wire-strong hairy wetness of her body, fingers felt the heavy pollution of blood. His eyes locked tight. He inhaled the terrible blackness of every part of her and he tried

  to plunge into her body, but she moved, writhed away. Brutally, he grabbed at a firm full breast and twisted.




  Her words fell about his head, her mouth touched his ear, the wetness of her pleas fell about his cheeks, his neck, as she tried to fight him off. “Oh, Gawd, no, Gawd, no, Gawd,

  no!”




  Over and over, it seemed, the phrase was repeated. He heard the breaking of glass, somewhere. She held up a jagged slash of glass before his eyes but he didn’t see it. It disappeared from

  his view too swiftly, just the faint vapor of gin drifted into his awareness and the moist and rubbery feel of her flesh within his fingers and the feel of his own slippery hardness meeting

  her.




  The woman’s muffled scream covered his own terrible gasp but he knew he had made some strangulated sound. He felt sound travel through his chest and throat, felt it inside his mouth. Not a

  sound of pain; there was no real pain, just an instantaneous numbness which shot down his thighs and into his navel and filled his groin.




  The flesh within his hand, his flesh, changed; no longer hard and firm and throbbing.




  Brian O’Malley raised his right hand to his face, stared at the bloody mutilated part of his body in total nonrecognition and disbelief. He looked dumbly at the gushing blood which spouted

  through his opened fly, ran ceaselessly down his legs. He clutched both hands over the open wound, pressed the severed flesh back into place, moved his head slowly from side to side, would not look

  down, could not view the nightmare come true.




  “No. No. No. No.”




  It was a prayer, a plea, an incantation.




  “Please. Please. Please. Please.”




  The girl watched him in horror and she moaned with him, mistook his careful, glassy-eyed movement toward her, and, to save herself from whatever she feared of him at this point, she lunged once

  more with the jagged piece of broken glass and ripped open Brian O’Malley’s jugular vein.




  She moved blindly backwards from what she had done, from the new fountain of blood, from the terrible cackling sound of the dying man. As she moved, she shook her head, whispered, much as he had

  done, “No. No. No. No.” Tried to deny reality. She covered her eyes with both of her arms, threw her head back, her arms high in the air over her head.




  As she took another step back, her thighs hit against the window sill and her large body stumbled backwards, fell backwards, crashed backwards through the opened window. Lola Jason landed four

  stories below with a sharp crash into the garbage-laden air shaft of the tenement house.




  





  Chapter Three




  Aaron Levine stared vacantly through the windshield of the patrol car, transfixed by a spot of light which was reflected from his own dimmed headlights on the shiny bumper of

  the Dodge in front of him. Enclosed in a magic childhood incantation, he was protected from whatever dangers the surly, unpleasant Sergeant O’Malley might inflict.




  “What the hell are you doing here?”




  Levine, taken totally by surprise, twisted to his left and was confronted by the anger and suspicion of a ranking officer. A lieutenant? A captain? Which?




  “Just . . . sitting here, Captain.” The higher rank was safer. It was strange, some part of Aaron’s brain, the spectator, remote and removed from events, noted how

  automatically he had chosen the higher rank even in the middle of his terror.




  The face which glared from the window of the precinct patrol car directly beside him was large, broad, topped by unruly red eyebrows. The lips, set into the heavy face, were thin and pulled

  back, almost animal-like, in tight anger.




  “You’re from the Twenty-eighth and you’re ‘just sitting’ in my precinct?”




  A foreign invader. My God, I’m a foreign invader. Aaron literally could not think of anything to say. For the past fifteen minutes, he had been trying to think up excuses should just such

  an event occur. But he was not devious. He had failed to come up with a single plausible or even implausible reason for this gross departmental violation and so had let himself lapse into vacuity

  and magic.




  The captain spoke to his driver, then heavily pulled himself from his car and leaned in to examine Aaron’s face with a narrow-eyed look of accusation that made guilt roil in the pit of

  Aaron’s stomach.




  “Who is it you’re driving for?”




  The captain’s voice had a familiar, baiting quality; the hard grating assurance of a man who knew everything and you’d better not try to kid him.




  There must be some accepted and acceptable response besides the truth. But Aaron, his brain racing over the emptiness of his experience, could only search fruitlessly and finally admit the

  truth.




  “For Sergeant O’Malley. Sergeant Brian O’Malley.”




  Aaron Levine felt the vaporous guilt solidify now. He was now an informer and would be forever marked informer. He had violated a code he did not understand, would never understand, had not been

  made a party to and did not even know for sure existed.




  “Oh, for Christ’s sake, that stupid son of a bitch. Did he go up to that nigger whore’s apartment?”




  The captain’s tone changed. There was a definite relaxing of the suspicious belligerence. Still tight, still hard, there was beneath his words a sense of amused scorn. Aaron didn’t

  know what to answer and kept his mouth locked.




  The captain, grossly fat, stuck his face close to Aaron’s. “He’ll never learn to stay away from trouble. Well, maybe it’s for the best I go myself.”




  Aaron nodded dumbly.




  The captain considered Aaron for a moment. He was a miserable-looking policeman and hardly could meet his eye. “Take it easy, lad,” the captain said. “You only done what your

  sergeant told you to do. I’ll straighten out the sergeant. You just keep your mouth shut about this. Got that now?”




  It was what everyone kept telling him: Keep your mouth shut.




  “Yes, sir, Captain.”




  Again the captain regarded him and this time he frowned. “What’s your name anyway, officer?”




  Aaron felt nailed: identified now. “Patrolman Aaron Levine, sir.”




  The captain’s lips pulled back into what was probably a smile. “Aaron Levine is it? Mother of God, we’ve got us an Aaron Levine. And driving for Brian. Well, well.” He

  leaned heavily close. “Keep your nose clean and your mouth shut, son.”




  “I will. Oh, I will,” Aaron assured him and the captain, assured, left.




  The precinct patrol car backed into the space behind Aaron. The driver had given no sign of friendliness, he was no commiserator. That’s okay, Aaron thought; I’m not looking for

  friends. Just to get out of here. Idly, nervously trying not to think of the moment when he would be alone in the car with Sergeant O’Malley again, he turned the radio up a bit.




  The captain’s voice, hollow, loud, strange, filled the air. At first, Aaron didn’t know where it was coming from; then he got out of the car and looked up.




  “Charlie! Charlie, for the love of God, come up here. In a hurry!”




  The other policeman ran toward the tenement and Aaron started after him, but a second later, the captain’s head reappeared and his voice ordered, “You. You get back in your car and

  don’t leave it!”




  That’s okay with me, Aaron thought; I don’t want any part of it. He nibbled on a piece of cuticle around the edge of his left index finger, bit too deeply, felt a sharp needle of

  pain. God, he wished they were on their way back to the precinct house. It was nearly time for the tour to end. He never thought that filthy precinct would feel like home, but it was where he

  wanted to be right now.




  The voice from the radio speaker was thin but insistent and caught his attention through the heavy customary static by its urgency. Patrolman Aaron Levine leaned forward and strained to pick out

  the words.




  “Assist patrolman. Armed robbery in progress. All cars in vicinity of Lenox Avenue and 131st Street respond immediately. Approach with caution. Two armed men.”




  Words penetrated: liquor store; two armed men; patrolman in need of assistance; approach with caution; all cars in vicinity. The call was being repeated as Aaron turned the key, turned over the

  motor. He left Sergeant O’Malley to the fat captain and the patrolman named Charlie. He gave no thought whatever to what he was riding toward. He knew only that he wanted to get away from

  whatever O’Malley had become involved in.




  Patrolman Charles Gannon could not take it in. He could not make sense of what he saw and he turned his face, mouth opened, to Captain Peter Hennessy.




  “Get a blanket,” the captain told him, and when he failed to move, the captain’s heavy hand shoved him toward a closet or another small room, Gannon couldn’t distinguish

  which. “Look in there, look around, there must be a blanket somewhere. Move, man, move!”




  Gannon dragged a thin gray blanket from beneath a cot. The yellow light cast by the single bulb moved and swung in crazy directions as the cord became tangled somehow in the captain’s

  hand. Captain Hennessy reached up to steady it, burned his fingers, cursed. The light cast terrible crazy patterns over the blood-covered body of Brian O’Malley.




  “Is he dead?” Gannon asked stupidly. Of course, he knew Brian was dead. Not just the frozen eyes, the heavy pools of blood, but everything about him spelled death.




  Captain Hennessy didn’t bother to answer. He bent, breathed short heavy gasps, motioned to Gannon. “Get him on the blanket, for God’s sake. We’ve got to get him out of

  here.”




  That seemed the necessary and urgent and vital thing. Charlie Gannon, completely unaware of the mess on his own uniform, lifted O’Malley’s head and shoulders, felt the captain lift

  the dead legs. They placed the body on the blanket, which Gannon pulled close and neatly tucked in loose edges. Charlie bit the tip of his tongue in concentration; he wanted to make the bundle firm

  and secure and tight.




  “Stand up now, Charlie. Stand up, man, and listen to me.”




  Captain Hennessy’s face was red with exertion but there was a yellow circle around his mouth and his lips had an almost bluish cast in the peculiar light.




  “Did you see what she did to Brian?” Charlie Gannon nodded; he had seen blood. He wasn’t sure, exactly, what else he’d seen. “We’ve got to get him out of here

  completely. Do you understand what I’m telling you, Charlie?”




  Charlie Gannon nodded, then stopped, then slowly shook his head from side to side. He was a slight, wiry man, and when he looked at the captain, he had to lean back somewhat. “What is it

  that happened here, anyway, Cap?” Some slow and terrible realization of unnamable deeds began to fill him. His small eyes began to rotate as though to encompass the event.




  Captain Hennessy cut him oft swiftly. His hands grasped the collar of Gannon’s jacket and jerked at him so that they stared into each other’s eyes.




  “We’ve got to get Brian out of here. The black whore who did this to him is down in the alley. I don’t know what went on here and I don’t want to find out. The thing is,

  we’ve got to get Brian out of here. Whatever happened didn’t happen here, Charlie. You got that now, lad? Good boy, good boy.” He released Gannon and nodded.




  “Yes, Captain, you’re right, you’re right. Let’s get him out.”




  Gannon was very strong. His small size was deceptive. “I can manage him nicely,” he said, speaking to the bundle on the floor. He braced his legs, balanced as the weight was placed

  across his back and shoulders, swayed a moment, balanced again. Irrationally, Gannon said, “I could have been a fireman had I chosen, Captain. Did you know that? But instead I chose the

  Department.”




  Hennessy went first, shielding the patrolman and the dead sergeant with the bulk of his own body. His voice was murderous and he roared at the few dark curious faces which peered from behind

  slightly opened doors. “Get the fuck back inside, you bastards, or I’ll take a club to your skulls.” They believed him and doors closed quickly. He slammed the butt of his jack

  against a door or two, just to be sure they believed him.




  He turned once at the sound of a door reopening and Gannon stumbled into him and nearly lost his burden. The sight of the stumbling policeman, the strangeness of the lurchings of the large

  captain, terrified whoever had ventured to look and the door slammed and locked above them.




  They reached street level, and in the dark, the captain leaned against the hall wall for a moment and said to Gannon, though more to himself, “Let me think now, let me think a minute. Oh,

  Jesus, let me think a minute.”




  There was no one on the street. The patrol car stood, empty and dark and waiting. He walked quickly to it, opened the back door, scanned the block, signaled to Gannon, then stood back and

  watched as the patrolman placed the body in the back of the car.




  Captain Hennessy settled into the front seat without glancing behind him. He heard a soft hiccuping from Gannon, who grasped the steering wheel with both hands, stared straight ahead and asked

  him, almost querulously, “What are we to do with him, Captain? Now we’ve got him, what are we to do with him?”




  “Shut up and let me think, will you, just shut up, Charlie.”




  He stared straight ahead into the empty space before them, then turned to face Gannon and said, “Jesus, Mary and Joseph, where the hell is the sheeny?”




  The sound was not as loud as when he practiced shooting targets in the firing range. There the report of his revolver was enlarged by the closed-in area and echoed and

  re-echoed inside his head. But here the noise was dissipated by the openness of the street and sounded like firecrackers or a car back-firing or a kid’s cap gun.




  Patrolman Levine held the heavy .38 in his right hand, carefully kept his finger off the trigger. He crouched behind his patrol car, bounced on his long legs just enough to enable him to see

  into the liquor store. There was one other patrol car beside his and the occupants of that car, two patrolmen, lay sprawled on the sidewalk outside the liquor store. Through the brightly lit

  window, in his quick bouncing rise and then crouch, Aaron saw another policeman inside the store, on his back. Dead, from what Aaron, in some cool, dispassionate judgment, could determine. With a

  surprising, shocking sense of recognition, he had a quick glimpse of the two gunmen: the two Negroes who had sat in Horowitz’ candy store, hunched over coffee cups. That made it all the more

  unreal: he recognized them. How could they have caused all this carnage?




  Carnage. It was the word that formed inside Aaron’s brain. He could see blood, inside the store, where the owner was probably dead or dying; outside, the policemen. One of the Negroes,

  Aaron observed in a quick bounce, was bleeding from a wounded arm; in one split-second observation, Aaron saw blood oozing between the man’s fingers as he held the wound.




  There was a soft, low moan, a whimper which drifted from one of the policemen on the sidewalk. He’s alive; he needs help. Aaron wanted to stand up, hold up his hands: fins. Hey, guys,

  fins, time out, let me see to this guy, okay. He’s out of it, okay. As though this was all just some kind of game and not real and he would play peacemaker or referee or whatever. But the

  sense of crazy reality kept him from standing up, from approaching the wounded man.




  There were the two Negroes. Aaron wondered why they hadn’t thought to turn out the lights in the liquor store. The lights blazed and every time the men moved he could catch a glimpse of

  them. He tried not to wonder anything at all about them; he slid his long body along the gutter; he became sharply aware of the smell of dog dirt on his clothing. The policeman began to cry now, to

  mumble and sob the way a confused child would. Aaron felt a new surge of emotion now: anger. Hey, listen, you bastards, this guy is really hurt. Enough is enough.




  Suddenly they burst through the front door of the liquor store. They stared down at him; their eyes went wild. One of them, the taller, raised his hand quickly, too quickly and carelessly, for

  Aaron timed his shot, controlled the aim before he cocked the hammer and squeezed the trigger. He felt the rebound up along his arm. The gunman fell. His shoulder brushed Aaron’s leg. His

  falling gun hit Aaron’s foot.




  The second man, the one who had been wounded, crouched behind some garbage cans. Instead of running, he crouched behind the garbage cans and shot in Aaron’s direction. He had more than one

  gun and he fired quickly, first one then the other.




  There was a loud whistling ping along the sidewalk and a chip of cement must have cut into Aaron Levine’s shoulder: he felt a sharp, clean, cutting sensation. Snakelike, with an instinct

  he’d never tested before, he writhed to take cover behind his patrol car. There were sirens, somewhere in the distance, or close up, he couldn’t judge exactly because there was a

  ringing sensation in his head now. He took quiet, steady and accurate aim at the exact spot where the remaining gunman would appear, and when he did, just as Aaron had calculated, Aaron squeezed

  the trigger and watched, without emotion and without much understanding, as the second gunman fell dead to the sidewalk.




  He stood up, somewhat unsteadily, legs shaky, ice-cold. He held the revolver in the palm of his hand, uncocked it carefully. Another patrol car was on the scene now. It was the fat captain with

  the hard and penetrating stare.




  “That one, over there, Captain, that officer is still alive, I think,” Aaron heard himself say.




  “Put the revolver in your holster, son,” the captain said and he did as he was told.




  Other patrol cars arrived. Blue-uniformed men moved all around him. The captain told everyone what to do and Aaron didn’t have to think or act anymore. He leaned against the fender of his

  patrol car and waited. He felt pain along his shoulder and reached up to rub the pain away. He looked with surprise at his fingers; they were wet and sticky with his own blood. Just before he lost

  consciousness, Aaron Levine thought, Oh, my God. I’ve been shot. I’m going to throw up.




  The call had come insistently over the car radio and broke into the consciousness of Captain Peter Hennessy. Without looking at Brian O’Malley’s body, in a calm and

  terrible voice that was not to be denied, he had ordered Patrolman Charlie Gannon to proceed to the scene of the liquor store holdup.




  When they arrived, there were just the two cars on the scene: one was that of the two men who were lying outside the store; the other was Brian O’Malley’s.




  As he opened the door and sniffed the air, which was acrid with spent gunfire and the smell of dead and dying men, Captain Hennessy took a deep breath and saw his way clear.




  “Now, just follow what I tell you from here on in, Charlie,” he said to Gannon, “and we’ll get Brian a hero’s funeral out of all this.”




  





  Chapter Four




  Automatically, Margaret O’Malley’s fingers counted off the stitches: knit seven, purl two, knit two, slip one, knit one, pass the slipped stitch over. The intricate

  pattern took shape beneath her touch but her eyes were on some inner vision. Her brain absorbed all the various noises of her household, sorted them, then, satisfied, was able to disregard them.

  Her sons had quieted down. Kevin finally tossed and lunged himself into restless sleep; Martin had placidly settled in and wouldn’t move again until morning.




  The soft snoring of her mother-in-law was steady, though God knew, the old woman could awaken at the drop of a stitch. Margaret tried, very hard, not to look at the clock. The radio announcer

  gave the time, though, softly through the fabric of the speaker. She kept the radio tuned so low she could hardly hear it, but she caught the words: 10 P.M. And Roseanne not

  home yet.




  She held the piece of work before her eyes, sighed, started the next row, then gave it up as a bad job. Her mind was too filled with her oldest daughter, Roseanne.




  Mother of God, she intoned silently, let her come home within the minute. An hour over the time her father set for her and he’d kill her if he knew. And me keeping the secret for her.

  Wrong. It’s wrong. Billy Delaney was wrong and that was the whole matter clear and simple. A great strong fair-haired boy, with a strong jaw and clear blue eyes and a way about him: that was

  all Roseanne cared to see. He’d come to no good, everyone else could see that. The boy’d been nothing but trouble from grade school on, and here he was, eighteen years old and put out

  of St. Simon’s in his last year. Well, Father Donlon was not harsh; he’d kept Billy on years more than he should have, if the truth were known. The boy had been arrested when he was

  twelve, stealing money from a cash register in a drugstore. If it hadn’t been for his uncles and Father Donlon, he’d have been sent to reform school right then. There were other things,

  all along, and Father Donlon had resisted. He knew the boy’s aching background. Who didn’t? Poor Eileen Murphy got nothing but trouble and kids from Tommy Delaney and him nothing but a

  thief and a deserter. That was what was the worst thing of all. It wasn’t only the men in the neighborhood agreed on that point. The women too: a deserter, left his wife and children to fend

  for themselves and lose the bail money that friends and relatives and neighbors, including, God knew, the O’Malleys, had put up for him, and him charged with some crime or other. Took himself

  off and never came back, neither alive nor dead.




  But it was Tommy Delaney all over again, for hadn’t he been the handsome, wise and charming boy that his oldest son, Billy Delaney, now appeared. And, oh, how could she tell Roseanne how

  little all that meant, how quickly it disappeared and the ugliness beneath came through.




  Brian had turned to stone when first he saw the boy walking down Ryer Avenue with Roseanne. There’ll be none of that one, he said; both mother and daughter avoided his cold fierce

  expression and the girl ran crying to her bed. It was to her that Brian issued his instructions: Keep her away from that bad piece of business, Margaret. You’re the mother, that’s your

  job.




  There was the soft sound of voices just outside the window. The O’Malley apartment, at street level, opened with its own private door into a little private hallway and Margaret heard the

  doorknob turn, waited, strained into the strange sound-filled silence. She thanked the Holy Mother that the girl was home and vowed she would try not to say angry things, not to say all the wrong

  things to the girl. But, oh, sweet Jesus, it was so hard. The girl had become a stranger to her these last few months, someone she’d never known, never laughed with or cried over or rocked in

  her arms.




  “Is that you, Roseanne?”




  The door closed softly, there was a stifled cough and then her daughter’s voice, sullen, muffled, speaking from behind her hands. “Yeah, Ma.” When she came into the room,

  pretending to be coughing, Margaret knew she was hiding her smeared lipstick. Her eyes blazed defiance and she said, before she could be accused, “Look, I know I’m late, I’m

  sorry. My watch is slow or something. I’m tired, Ma, I’m going to bed.”




  “You’ll stay here and let me look at you.” It wasn’t the tone of voice she’d intended, but this wasn’t the girl she wanted desperately to see. This was a

  taut, angry young girl, with blazing eyes confronting her as though she was an enemy.




  “Roseanne,” she tried in a softer voice, “if your dad knew what you’ve been up to — ”




  Quickly, as though she’d been waiting to attack, Roseanne said, “I haven’t been ‘up to’ anything. For Pete’s sake, I went for a walk. I’m not a child

  anymore. Can’t I even go for a walk?”




  “You’ve been out with Billy Delaney, haven’t you?”




  The deep-blue eyes, shimmering, closed; the pale full lips tightened; the girl turned her face toward the ceiling with an insulting glance of supplication.




  She was so filled with herself and her own newly discovered feelings. The anger made the girl’s delicate beauty intensify; the fine bones of her high cheeks showed through the stretched

  white skin, her delicate nostrils dilated, her dark eyes sought her mother’s and held the glare without the slightest awareness or concern for the pain she could inflict.




  “Oh, Roseanne,” Margaret said wearily, unable to speak to the girl the way she wanted to. “You’ve truly time, Roseanne. You’ve the whole of your life before you.

  Billy Delaney is just one boy in all this whole wide world.”




  “You were married at seventeen.” It was an accusation and a challenge and a justification. The seventeen-year-old girl shifted her weight, her hand went to a thin sharp

  hipbone, her chin went up.




  “Yes,” Margaret said sharply. “I married at seventeen but not to the likes of Billy Delaney.”




  “You don’t know anything about Billy. You don’t. Everyone’s always been down on him because of his father.”




  “Everyone’s down on him because of his own sweet self now, Roseanne. He’s not living on his father’s bad name anymore. He’s doing just fine making his own bad

  name.”




  “It’s not fair, Ma, it’s not! Everyone always picked on Billy. In the street, at school. Brother Andrew was beating him up. What did anyone expect him to do anyway?”




  Margaret held her hand up and lowered her own voice. “For the love of God, Roseanne, if you don’t care about the neighbors, at least let your young brothers and sister and poor old

  grandmother sleep undisturbed.” She pretended not to see the quickly wiped at tears and choking swallow back of sobs: all this for a great thug of a boy not worth her daughter’s

  thumbnail. She’d have to be careful; Brian didn’t understand it wasn’t all that easy. “Well, would you like a cup of hot tea with me and some poundcake I baked fresh this

  afternoon? It’s a bit heavy but the flavor’s nice.”




  “I’m not hungry.”




  “Ah, you’re falling away to skin and bone.” She bit her lip, tried to be light and casual. “But I guess that’s fashionable these days, isn’t it?”




  The girl seemed to be turning words over in her mind; her mouth worked for a moment, then finally she said, “You might as well know, Ma. He wants to marry me. And I want to marry

  him.”




  Margaret shook her head and felt a little more sure of herself. That was such nonsense she could deal with it. “No, no,” she said. “We’ll hear no such talk in this house.

  Why, you’re a mere slip of a girl and you’ve just the year to finish at St. Simon’s and you’ve a chance to get out into the world a little bit. Why, you’re the

  champion in your typing class. Think of the nice office you can work in. Ah, Roseanne, you’re a silly little girl still, sometimes. Off to bed now and mind you don’t wake your

  sister.”




  The tears spilled down Roseanne’s face now and she rubbed at them so hard with the back of her hand it seemed she was trying to jam them back into her eyes. “Oh, Ma, I love him. I

  love him. Have you forgotten what it’s like to be young and in love?” Through the tears, there was a hard glint in Roseanne’s eyes; a woman’s smile flashed on her

  child lips, mean and unpleasant, and her voice was small and unfamiliar. “Have you forgotten what it’s like to be loved?”




  Margaret’s hands held the knitting; her fingers trembled over the wool and she spoke very softly, aware that the old woman’s snores had taken a false, uneven turn. “It’s

  a quickly passing thing, Roseanne, and seventeen is a quickly passing age. It isn’t just Billy Delaney, though God knows your dad wouldn’t let him in this house.” She

  looked up sharply. “Now, just hold your tongue and don’t give me one of your killing looks. You stay away from him for he’s a boy with no future and nothing good in mind for you.

  A kiss feels nice for a short time, Roseanne, and then it’s gone.”




  Roseanne stood before her mother, filled with explosive emotions which she could not convey. How could she describe the sudden strange unfamiliar surge of feeling that kept her in a constant

  state of excitement and alarm? How could she risk having everything she was experiencing being discounted with a shrug, a sigh, an “Oh, Roseanne”? She looked about the room wildly,

  needing to find some way of inflicting pain on this maddeningly ignorant woman, her mother. Her eyes found the letter on top of the radio, wedged under the cut-glass vase, where her father had put

  it the day it arrived.




  “What about Brian, Ma? Has Dad decided to let him come back?”




  The knitting flew from Margaret’s hands; the needles seemed to have a life of their own. She kept her face down, collected the various items. “Brian will come back. He’ll come

  back home.”




  “Well, he’s crazy to want to come back here, if you ask me.”




  Margaret’s face froze. She dropped her work and moved toward her daughter, but stopped herself, hands clenched together before her. A terrible, implacable fierceness, seldom seen, but once

  seen, remembered, replaced her normal gentle, placid, resigned expression. “Don’t you ever dare to say such a thing to me again, Roseanne. This is Brian’s home and we are

  his family and I thank God on my knees that my son had the sense finally to write to us and that finally he knows where he belongs on this earth.” Her hands went to her mouth, fingers

  trembled at her lips.




  Roseanne, breathless from the intensity of her mother’s emotion, startled, alarmed that she had caused the transformation, reached her hand toward her mother’s shoulder, but stopped

  just short of contact and let it drop to her side. “Ma, I’m sorry for what I said. About Brian. Honest, Ma, I’m sorry.”




  Margaret nodded without looking up. She sat, gathered her knitting. “All right, then. Go off to bed now before your old gran starts complaining of the noise.”




  She longed for the return of her oldest son as much as she dreaded it. With God’s help, Father Donlon said, with God’s help, Margaret, it will all work out. After all, didn’t

  he write the lovely letter from — where was it? Georgia? — the south of the United States, and wasn’t it God’s miracle that he was alive at all?




  He’d had a terrible fever there in that strange place and the doctor in the hospital sent for a priest and he’d made his good confession and been given the rites and vowed that if he

  recovered he’d beg his father and his mother to let him come home. He would be the son his father wanted him to be and wouldn’t be off leaving home, pretending to be a man when he was

  just a mere boy still.




  She tried to forget her husband’s face, his words, the hard smile as he read the tumble of words written in the large familiar hand of their oldest living child.




  But as she had faced everything else in her life, Margaret O’Malley would have to face this too and she could not change fact by trying to alter memory.




  “So the little bastard wants to come running home, does he? Thought he was on his deathbed, did he?”




  “Oh, Brian, please. It’s what I’ve prayed these last terrible months, day and night, it’s what I’ve prayed for.”




  “Yeah and that’s the point, isn’t it, Margaret? We’re to send him a reply through this priest — Father Concertta, an Eye-talian, for Christ’s sake — and

  tell him to come on home and we’ll forget the whole thing, the grief he’s caused his mother, the worry, not knowing if he was alive or dead in some ditch. We’re to forget the

  things that were said in this house by that boy.” He made the word a terrible insult. He tapped the letter in the palm of his hand, glanced at it, folded it back into its envelope

  and placed it under the vase, where it stayed for the week.




  She knew he’d wait until his own good time; she knew there was no way she could prevail on him until he was ready. And she knew that it would be hard when her son finally came home.




  “Oh, Blessed Mother,” she prayed, her eyes on the large framed print on the wall over the radio, “oh, Sweet Mother of God, I know I’ve no right to ask more. You’ve

  watched over him all this time, you’ve watched over him. Just this one thing more, Blessed Mother.” She bit her lower lip, pressed her hands against her breast, her eyes on the sad,

  upturned eyes of the print. She knew how Margaret felt, as no man could ever know. She, whose hands and feet and heart ached with an anguish greater than nails and spikes could inflict.

  She would make it possible for Margaret to get through the hard time ahead. Her son would come home and her husband would relent and she would draw her family around her once again.




  An unexpected memory caught at her: the three small dead ones. Oh, Holy Mother, the three precious little ones. Look after them for me, kiss their sweet faces, smooth their brows. Oh, God, the

  years seemed to dissolve and the pain of their loss was as raw and new as the pain of their birth.




  Margaret stood up abruptly, rolled the yarn, plunged the needles into the ball. She blinked and cleared her mind. No sense at all to suffer old pain. She’d see about some late supper, for

  Brian’s tour would be over before long. Indeed, wasn’t that him already at the door?




  





  Chapter Five




  But it was not; and it was with the old one, Brian’s mother, that they had the most trouble. She’d buried enough of her own flesh to know ritual and rite, and was

  not easily denied.




  “I washed the blood from his body the day I brought him into this world and I’ll wash the blood from off him the day he leaves it.”




  Margaret, his widow, not fully comprehending, concerned with the rising anguish of the old woman, involved with her rather than with herself, held the old woman’s arms and shook her head.

  “Hush, now, they’ll bring him home soon. Let them do it their way, for the love of God. They’re trying to spare you.”




  “To spare me? To spare me?” Brian’s mother whirled her strong compact old body away from her daughter-in-law. She planted her feet wide apart. Her eyes blazed with anger as she

  whirled back in time and filled the room with her accusations. “And who was there to spare me the birth pangs? Tell me that, will you? Alone but for the other small ones, alone without your

  fancy hospitals and doctors and nurses, if you please, and I birthed all twelve and kept my jaws locked together the whole time. And washed the blood from them and buried them when I had

  to!”




  Margaret turned, uncertain and anxious, to Father Donlon and Captain Hennessy. “Couldn’t they bring him here direct, then?” It was a soft, tentative question, without thought

  or consideration of what she was asking.




  “Ah, Margaret, let Tommy Farley do the job. We’ll bring Brian home to you all fixed up grand and just as you’d want to see him,” Hennessy said, oblivious of the shudder

  that suddenly shook the young widow. To the old one, he said, “Come on now, Mother, don’t be making it harder on yourself. Spare yourself a bit of the hardship.”




  “Don’t call me Mother; I’m no mother of yours,” Brian’s mother said sharply. The old face became shrewd and knowing. “Ah, Tommy Farley is it? And isn’t

  he a cousin of yours, Peter Hennessy? A fine relation that is to have, and him living off of the dead.”




  Margaret raised a helpless hand but Captain Hennessy moved his head to one side: it was all right. He knew how difficult an old woman could be.




  Father Donlon asked, “Do you suppose you could fetch me a cup of tea, Mrs. O’Malley?”




  “Do you suppose you could fetch me my son home, Father Donlon?”




  The priest sighed. “He’ll be home by noon and it will ease you to see how fine he’ll look.”




  She muttered something they could not make out and walked off to the kitchen. Captain Hennessy wiped a hand over his face. It came away wet with perspiration. His eyes darted to Margaret’s

  face, then away.




  “Well, I’d best get back to Tommy’s, Margaret. I’ll just take along the uniform I came to fetch.”




  She brought the uniform, neat and brushed, on a heavy wooden hanger and handed it to him with a vague, polite smile. There was a blank, uncomprehending look about her.




  “And how are the children, Margaret?” Hennessy asked.




  “Fine, just fine,” she answered automatically, then stopped. Her hand touched lightly at her heavy dark hair and she shrugged. “Oh. You mean about Brian? Well. They’re

  young, you know. They’ll be just fine.” Her eyes sought Father Donlon.




  “Yes, yes, of course,” Father Donlon said. “The young get over things. They’re healthy, fine, strong children.” He turned to Hennessy. “Well, Peter,

  you’ve had a long night of it yourself and here it is almost daylight. You’d better be off to Tommy Farley’s.”




  “Yes, Father. I’ll see you later in the day, Margaret. When we bring Brian home.”




  “Yes,” she said with that vague disbelief. “Yes, thank you very much, Peter. We’ll see you later. Yes.”




  “You should at least have the decency to tell me what the hell happened, Peter. There’s not a sign of a gunshot wound, and you must admit that the corpse is

  certainly in a strange condition.”




  Peter Hennessy viewed the tiny wisp of a man who was somehow the son of his mother’s brother with the scorn reserved for one who fed on the dead. Every day of his life, Tommy Farley had

  some total stranger stretched out in his front parlor and sat himself down in the next room and ate his dinner with his wife and kiddies ranged around him. He even tried to talk families out of

  waking their dead within the confines of their own homes, argued that his facilities could accommodate great numbers of mourners comfortably. He had endless folding chairs, baskets just waiting to

  be filled with flowers, and he would highly recommend Gallegher’s as florist, for which Gallegher would of course give him a handsome kickback. It had even been whispered about that if the

  deceased was an unloved bastard, Tommy Farley could, for a price, provide a fair number of loud weepers and wailers, and, indeed, he wore a professionally mournful expression himself, regardless of

  his acquaintance with the corpse.




  “What exactly seems to be bothering you, Tommy?” Hennessy asked. He knew the effect he had on his small wizened cousin; he enjoyed watching the quick, intimidated licking of dry

  lips, the shift in expression, the attempt to set matters right.




  The shrug was nervous and uncertain and self-effacing. “Well, after all, I’m no coroner and I suppose it isn’t my business at all.”




  “Well, you’re right on both counts, Tommy.” Hennessy leaned back heavily in the small wooden kitchen chair. His large hands, folded and motionless, rested on the table before

  him and he offered nothing more, just waited.




  Tommy’s pale eyes darted about the kitchen, as though searching for some friendly item, perhaps the loudly ticking clock or the silent radio, to vouch for him. “You know me, Peter.

  I’m not one to be blabbering. But . . . but there’s no gunshot wounds on the man at all. And, you know, there’s . . . well — ” He stopped speaking abruptly. The

  frightened eyes raced crazily, came back for just an instant to meet his cousin’s, then fled around the room again. His small, almost dainty hand formed a cup around his mouth and he leaned

  forward and whispered, straining for some delicacy, “Well, Peter, the thing of it is, Mother of God, but there’s a part of Brian that appears to be missing.”




  This terrible confidence given, Tommy Farley seemed to hunch into himself. His small, frail shoulders rose up and forward as though to protect his chest against some expected blow.




  Peter Hennessy leaned farther into the chair, felt the joints give a little inside the glued sockets. “And is that what it is that’s got you all concerned, Tommy?”




  Farley nodded, not just once or twice, but eagerly, his head bobbing up and down.




  Hennessy stood up and looked down from his great height. “Well now, Tommy, surely we can remedy your problem and give some peace to your agitation. The last thing, man, I want to do is

  cause you any agitation.”




  “Well now, that’s very kind of you, very kind indeed.” Farley had absolutely no idea what his cousin was up to but every instinct warned him and the warning systems of his body

  tightened all his muscles and sent blood pounding through him with alarm. “Well now, Peter, wait, now just a moment. Where are you off to?”




  He lurched after his cousin, who calmly opened the door to the basement and didn’t look over his shoulder at Tommy Farley or acknowledge that he was even there.




  “Here now, Peter, that’s my preparation room down there. Here, now, you don’t want to see him just yet.”




  He ran after Hennessy, amazed at how quickly he moved once he’d a mind to.




  “Jesus, it stinks down here,” Hennessy said.




  “Well, it’s the chemicals and such, you see,” Farley told him with a mixture of nervousness and pride. It was a unique and special thing he did; it was his profession. He

  reached up to adjust the shade of the light and stood beside Hennessy and looked down at the naked and chalk-white body that had once been Brian O’Malley. Unasked, he began explaining what

  was taking place. “You see, it takes a while to drain all the natural fluids from the body, and then we replace the fluid with a preservative. Peter! Peter, what are you doing?”




  Calmly, wordlessly, Peter Hennessy slid his revolver from his holster. He pulled the hammer back, squeezed the trigger twice. One bullet entered the corpse in the area of the groin. The second

  bullet entered the throat. With each shot, the corpse jumped slightly on the table.




  Hennessy put the revolver back in his holster, then for the first time looked at his cousin. “Well now, do you have any other problems, Tommy? Speak up, lad. Is there anything else I can

  do to ease your mind?”




  Tommy Farley shook his head rapidly and his voice, thin and reedy, assured Hennessy, “No, no. Oh, no. No, no problems at all. Everything is just fine, Peter, yes, just fine. No, no, no

  problems.”




  “Well, isn’t that grand, then. I guess you’d better go and finish your breakfast, Tommy, and then get to work on poor Brian here. I promised his family you’d have him

  home by noon.”




  





  Chapter Six




  Whatever sense of herself she had was mercifully fleeting because it was a deep sense of shame at her reaction to those who tried to be kind to her. She tried not to stiffen

  against the hands and arms that reached out to embrace her, tried not to go deaf against words whispered in her ear, tried not to go blind against the sight of all the sad faces which were thrust

  at her. She told herself that all of those who entered and took possession of her home did so with the best of intentions.




  The men, Brian’s brothers and friends, were strong and certain, each knowing exactly what to do, as though they’d rehearsed it. The furniture had to be moved, some of it taken from

  the house completely, and they assured her it was stored safely and she was not to worry about it. She wanted to tell them she had not a worry in the world about her furniture and what in

  God’s name were they talking about anyway?




  Whatever she touched turned out badly. The tea spilled as she poured from kettle to cup and no one allowed her to wipe up the mess she’d made. They took cloths from her hand, told her to

  sit and not worry about it. She cut a piece of bread and the knife somehow went deep into her index finger and someone, yes, Brian’s brother Gene, grasped her hand, applied pressure, then

  wrapped the cut so tightly that it throbbed and pounded inside the gauze. She’d cut her fingers many times before; all her fingers had scars of one kind or another. Why then was this cut so

  special and such a fuss made of it? They all fussed about her so, she wanted them to let her be.




  In the center of all that was happening around her, Margaret O’Malley had one wish, one swift vision of escape. If only she could walk, alone, alone, along the narrow high road of home. If

  only she could sit where she wanted to sit, her knees up to her chin, the cool late breeze on her face, the green smell sharp and clean; scan the pale purple covering the rich lodes of peat, the

  bright-yellow flowers, appearing all innocent but harboring their cruel little thorns to protect themselves. If only she could reach out and run her hand through the thick and matted coat of some

  beige glassy-eyed, sweet-faced, stupid and complaining young sheep and gentle it with her own soft voice and lead it back down the hillside to its own mother to be chided and bleated over and

  pushed against in that funny way they had.




  “They’re bringing him in now, Margaret,” Father Donlon said. His voice was crackling and old. Father Donlon was getting old and she hadn’t noticed it until this very

  moment. She studied his face with alarm; he had a terrible look of anxiety. She reached out, took his arm and he patted her hand, misunderstanding. She sought to comfort him.




  “It’s all right, Father. I’m fine, truly.”




  He pressed his rosary on her and she took it absently. Her eyes sought her children. Kevin stood, slouched in that new way of his, face down but his eyes not missing anything. Martin stood

  straight and tall and solemn; he held his small sister’s hand, while she, Kit, stood awkwardly in her Sunday dress, biting on her lower lip and blinking. The scabs at her knees looked bloody

  again. She must have been picking at them.




  Roseanne stood just behind the others. The girl was so thin and pale with nothing to fall back on but her own bony self and memories of harsh words with her father: about that boy. Oh, God, it

  was strange, but Margaret could not remember the boy’s name; could see his face but not find his name. She studied Roseanne intently, as though the name would come from her daughter’s

  face. Instead, the girl misread her searching gaze and came to her side, put an arm about her.




  “Ma,” she said in her familiar little-girl voice, “oh, Ma, what’s going to happen to us now?”




  From her depth of calmness, Margaret found Roseanne’s hand and squeezed it, and without even being aware of her words, she said, “Sure, now, we’ll be fine, won’t we

  though, dear? Sure, now, we’ll be just fine.”




  Chant words, crooned to a sick child, over and over, the sound of them more important than the words themselves. Automatic mothering words which filled her with a sense of herself and the

  beginning of reality. Wasn’t she the fool, thinking herself a small child again when here she was, mother of this lovely girl and those other fine children?




  The women suddenly swelled around her as though the worst part of all of this would be for her to see the men place the large coffin in the room. Margaret let them surround and comfort her for

  it made them feel useful. Her own sister Ellen, married to Brian’s brother Matthew, pressed against her, shielded her face, spoke to her in the same crooning way she had spoken to

  Roseanne.




  “There’s no need for you to watch this part. Sure, it’s just men’s work, darling. Sure, it will be all right, darling. Just hold to my hand; it’ll be all right now,

  sure.”




  She felt remote and untouched. “I’m all right, Ellen, really, dear. How is the old woman, poor soul?”




  Ellen’s broad clear good face had to work at sadness; her natural manner was happy and her natural voice contained a laugh. She bent close to her sister and whispered about their mutual

  mother-in-law, “Ah, that one. Sure, she’s just in there making a great fuss about herself. We’ll let her have her moment, then quiet her with a bit of whiskey. Don’t let her

  upset you, now you know what to expect.”




  They let the old woman, the mother, have her moment first and they were all prepared and she didn’t let them down and then they took her into one of the bedrooms to quiet her. During the

  lament, the piercing cry, Margaret held to her sister and drew herself inside, all tight and dry.




  “Ellen,” she said in a suddenly vital, real panic, as the thought occurred to her. “Ellen,” she repeated into her sister’s ear, as Ellen leaned to her, “what

  about my Brian?” There was a terrible impatience as her sister drew back and stared as though she’d gone mad. She shook her sister’s hand. “Young Brian, I’m talking

  of. My God, his letter. It was on the top of the radio and they’ve carried it off somewhere and it contained the address and . . .”




  Ellen’s strong hands held her to the chair. “It’s taken care of, love. I’d forgotten to tell you. No, truly, now, it’s all taken care of. Peadar telephoned the

  priest your Brian named in the letter.”




  Anxiety filled her, a sense of time lost. “But there’s money to be sent for train fare. The boy hasn’t the fare home and he’s got to see his dad before . . . before . .

  .”




  “It’s all done, Margaret, it’s all taken care of. He’ll be here; he’s on his way this very minute. I swear he’ll be here.”




  “All right, then. All right,” Margaret said.




  After the old woman was taken from the room, everyone seemed to move back, to press away and clear a path for her. Father Donlon helped her to stand and again she was stricken with a sense of

  his fragility; his old man’s arm beneath her fingers was so surprisingly slender and she didn’t know if the trembling was from her or from him.




  She knelt on the little velvet-cushioned prayer stool, her eyes locked against the sight of her husband. She prayed quickly, without a sense of words, then, finally, she opened her eyes and

  stared at the locked stranger’s face inside the massive coffin. He wore Brian’s uniform but he wasn’t Brian at all. Too small. She looked away from the body; it was surrounded by

  flowers. Baskets and wreaths ranged alongside and behind, all about, carefully placed as decorations. Standing at the head of the coffin, she just noticed, was Tommy Farley, looking sad but somehow

  eager and expectant. His small eyes were bright on hers and she felt he wanted something from her but couldn’t imagine what until his glance flicked from her to the corpse and then back to

  her.




  She moved toward Tommy Farley and said, “Thank you very much, Mr. Farley. You’ve done very nicely with him.”




  Tommy Farley glowed, his eyes sparked with an expression of pleasure. He reached for her hand, muttered, “Sorry for your trouble, Mrs. O’Malley.”




  Margaret withdrew her hand sharply. His palm was terribly cold and moist.




  Each of her children knelt before the coffin, said a prayer, then moved away, and Margaret O’Malley knew without knowing how she knew: None of this has come home to us yet; we don’t

  really accept it yet as something that’s happened.




  





  Chapter Seven




  Aaron Levine tensed against his parents’ visit to the hospital room. Through the warm, floating nothingness, his mother’s voice penetrated. She pounced on him not

  with actual words, but with sounds, deep, strangulating laments. Her face went from red to dead white; her eyes, focused on him, rolled back in her head and she passed out cold on the floor. He

  tried to lean over, to see, but he was bound to the bed not only by his total lack of energy but by a series of tubes that had been inserted into and out of his body at various locations.




  After the commotion with his mother, when she had been removed, revived, quieted, secreted away to some remote room where she wouldn’t upset anyone or herself, his father returned alone,

  slightly embarrassed, slightly apologetic. As always.




  “Aaron. So. How are you?”




  His father looked a little blurred. Aaron moved the fingers of his uninjured hand and his father took the hint and reached for it and stood awkwardly. Generally, he stood behind his wife; it was

  she who held hands and touched and surrounded. Alone, he seemed slightly at a loss.




  “So, you’re okay, Aaron?”




  There was a deadness in his father’s voice as he searched for words; his father was not an articulate man but Aaron sensed what was happening to him. He was struggling, choking on words

  that did not come easy.




  “Papa, I’m okay. Look, this whole thing — it’s going to be all right.”




  David Levine fingered the brim of his hat restlessly. “Everything is going to be all right,” he said flatly. He addressed the floor or the bed or his hat. “Bullets in my

  son’s body, and everything is going to be all right.”




  “Papa, it was just one bullet. Not bullets.”




  His father spoke to the floor again. “Not bullets. Just one bullet in my son’s body. That makes a big difference.”




  He began to choke, the words turned into one huge but silent sob, and he pressed his hands and his hat over his face. The sounds that escaped, the words, were what Aaron had been afraid of.

  “Mine fault . . . my son . . . a policeman . . . wrong . . . from the start . . . mine fault.”




  Finally, his father snorted into his handkerchief, pushed at his reddened eyes, turned to Aaron, patted his cheek. “They taking good care of you here, Aaron? You need something

  maybe?”




  “Not a thing, Pop. Listen, Pop. I’m gonna say it. Don’t turn away from me. Look, it was my decision to take this job . . .”




  “Sure, sure, your own decision. I maybe could have made enough money to pay Morris’ medical school, you maybe wouldn’t have made your own decision to have such a life for

  yourself.”




  “Papa, it was all worked out; it was all discussed. For two years, then Morris will finish and I’ll go back to school and he’ll help me. Papa, please, don’t start.

  Don’t make it harder.”




  His father nodded briskly. “Okay. Okay, I won’t start. But I’ll say this, two years. No more, Aaron. And then, your turn.” His father took a deep breath and whispered,

  “This I swear to you!”




  “Right, Papa, then a lawyer I’ll be.” He lapsed easily into his father’s pattern of speech. “And the father you’ll be of a doctor and a lawyer. All

  you’ll need is an Indian chief.”




  “What? What Indian chief?”




  “A joke, Pa.”




  “A joke. He lies in that bed and makes jokes at me. A bullet in his body, he makes jokes.” He kept his face down and spoke quickly. “Aaron, this morning I went to

  schul, Aaron, and I thanked God you were not killed because if that had happened to you . . . all those other men killed . . .”




  His father leaned over quickly, pressed his wet face against Aaron’s, kissed his cheek. “Later, Aaron. I see you later. I come back more calm, I promise. You rest now. You

  rest.”




  When he was a little boy, when his family had just moved to Flatbush, there was a boy named Sheldon Cohen who caused terror in the heart of Aaron Levine and all of his other

  playmates. He was a tough, swaggering, muscular bully who enjoyed punching and twisting and jabbing at others, and though Aaron and his friends took pains to avoid this boy, Aaron had been secretly

  fascinated by his behavior.




  Patrolman Sam Feldman, president of the Sholem Society, could have been Sheldon Cohen, all grown up. He was a compact, solid, lithe man of about forty. His gray hair was neatly clipped close to

  the scalp of a large round head; his eyes were the same steely gray. His nose was short and pugnacious and he held his head slightly to one side so that he seemed always to be regarding those about

  him with a wary, suspicious glance. He had been a semiprofessional boxer in his youth and there was a persistent, if unfounded, rumor that he had once killed a man in the ring. Aaron didn’t

  know which of the stories he’d heard about Feldman were true but there was definitely an aura of controlled violence and secret anger surrounding the man who stood beside his bed.




  “Well, hero, how you doing, kid?”




  Aaron shrugged without thinking and the gesture sent pain shooting down from his shoulder to his wrist. He bit his lip and tried not to let Feldman see his discomfort but Feldman seemed to feed

  on it.




  “Hurts, huh, kid? Damn right it hurts. Gonna hurt for a long time, too. You did some job last night, kid, I’m here to tell you.”




  Aaron wondered if Feldman knew his name; he was sure he’d been told, but probably forgot; or maybe he called everyone kid; Aaron wished he’d just give his message and leave.




  Feldman leaned close and spoke in a deep-throated rasp. “Listen, kid, there’s stories going around, you know? Rumors. There’s always rumors from these bastards, which is why I

  want to get it direct. Like from the horse’s mouth, you know. They’re trying to downgrade your part of last night, which is why I’m here. They take care of their own,

  we take care of our own. There aren’t many of us, kid, but we got it up here.” His index finger tapped his forehead. He spun around, moved on the balls of his feet across the

  room, picked up a chair which he carried to the bedside. “Okay, Levine, what’s the story?”




  He arrived on the scene; there were wounded, dead and dying all around; he exchanged shots with the culprits; he was hit; they were hit; they died; he woke up in the hospital. What more story?

  That’s what happened.




  Feldman, restless, filled with a thoughtful energy, drew himself from the chair, paced around the room, scratched his scalp vigorously. “What they wanna do is, they wanna give all the big

  awards to the dead guys and hand you off a Class B commendation. Make them all big heroes posthumously; which is okay with me, don’t get me wrong, as long as they take care of you. If it was

  one of them survived and one of us killed, they’d switch it around, you can bet your ass.”




  Aaron felt exhausted and disinterested and puzzled over Sam Feldman’s apparent agitation and anger. A medal, a commendation; let the dead have it; he just wanted to rest, to sleep a

  little, but it seemed to mean so much to Sam, like they were personally cheating him. If the truth were known, Aaron didn’t want to think too much about last night; didn’t want

  to think about the fact that he, Aaron Levine, had killed two men.




  Feldman was going on and on and only sporadically did his words penetrate Aaron’s growing lethargy.




  “. . . they figure maybe a Class A for Sullivan, but they’re set on the Honor Legion for O’Malley.”




  “O’Malley?” O’Malley? What happened to Sergeant O’Malley? “What about Sergeant O’Malley?”




  Feldman shrugged. “Well, being he was the sergeant on the scene, I don’t object to his getting the posthumous. My main concern is just that they don’t screw

  you . . .”




  “Posthumous? For Sergeant O’Malley? He’s dead?”




  “Ya didn’t know? Yeah, sure, he was killed too.”




  Aaron remembered sitting in the patrol car, hearing the call, driving away. And leaving Sergeant O’Malley behind. “But . . . how was he killed, Sam?”




  Feldman squinted at him. “How the hell do I know, kid? I wasn’t there.”




  But neither was Sergeant O’Malley, Aaron thought.




  





  Chapter Eight




  Patrolman Patrick Quade, president of the Irish Society, felt the blood fill his face. “The stupid dumb son of a bitch,” he said for the third time.




  “If you’re looking for an argument on that point, you’ll not get one from anyone here, so why don’t you just sit down?” Captain Peter Hennessy said. He watched as

  Quade dropped into a chair and twitched his fingers over the kitchen table. “We’re all agreed, Pat. Brian O’Malley was a dumb bastard. Alive or dead, Brian was a certain lad for

  causing trouble to those around him. The point now is that we’ve got to go about getting him safely buried with all the honors we’d want our families to see for ourselves. He was our

  past president and we’ve that to consider.”




  At a signal from Hennessy, Patrolman Charlie Gannon reached for the bottle of whiskey and poured a generous amount into each of the four glasses on the kitchen table. He caught a sharp look from

  the captain and pushed his own glass toward the center of the table. “I don’t really think I’ll have anymore myself, Captain.”




  It was Charlie Gannon’s kitchen and Charlie Gannon’s whiskey, but still and all, it wasn’t a social gathering. It was a meeting, if unofficial and closed and secret, it was

  still a meeting and there was a certain decorum prevailed.




  “Well, let’s hear your thinking in the matter, Ed,” the captain said to the fourth man present. “You’ve been silent and thoughtful for a while. What are you turning

  over in your mind?”




  Lieutenant Ed Shea was a lean man, with black hair and brows and dark-brown eyes and a thoughtful, careful way of speaking. “We’ve two things to attend to, seems to me.”




  “And what might those two things be?”




  Carefully, Ed Shea took a swallow from his glass, exhaled with a sigh. “Aside from everyone getting nice and calm, that is,” he said to Pat Quade, who nodded. “Yes. Well, the

  first thing is, we’ve to pay a little visit to our young Jewish friend in the hospital and offer him our congratulations on a nice job well done. And have a friendly little conversation with

  him. The Jews are a sentimental race and very understanding about families. He’d not be denying that Brian, for the sake of the family that’s left, should be given all suitable honors.

  Brian being such a hero and all that.”
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