
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   

      
      




Dennis Lehane is the author of eleven New York Times bestsellers, most of which have been made into films, such as Gone, Baby, Gone, Mystic River, Shutter Island and The Drop. He has won the Shamus Award for Best First Novel, the Edgar, Anthony and Barry awards for Best Novel and the Massachusetts Book Award in Fiction. His work has been translated into twenty-two languages. Lehane was born and raised in Dorchester, Massachusetts, and he and his wife, Angie, currently live in California with their children.

      





   



      
ALSO BY DENNIS LEHANE

A Drink Before the War

Darkness, Take My Hand

Sacred

Gone, Baby, Gone

Prayers for Rain

Mystic River

Shutter Island

Coronado: Stories

The Given Day

Moonlight Mile

The Drop

World Gone By


   




Copyright

Published by Little, Brown

ISBN: 978-0-7481-2417-6

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public
domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely
coincidental.

Copyright © Dennis Lehane 2012

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a
retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior
permission in writing of the publisher.

Little, Brown

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DZ

www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk





      
For Angie
I’d drive all night. …






      
      


Men of God and men of war have strange affinities.

      CORMAC MCCARTHY, BLOOD MERIDIAN

      It’s too late to be good.

      LUCKY LUCIANO






      PART I

      Boston

1926–1929






      
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      A Twelve O’Clock Fella
in a Nine O’Clock Town

      
      Some years later, on a tugboat in the Gulf of Mexico, Joe Coughlin’s feet were placed in a tub of cement. Twelve gunmen stood
         waiting until they got far enough out to sea to throw him overboard, while Joe listened to the engine chug and watched the
         water churn white at the stern. And it occurred to him that almost everything of note that had ever happened in his life—good
         or bad—had been set in motion the morning he first crossed paths with Emma Gould.
      

      
      They met shortly after dawn in 1926, when Joe and the Bartolo brothers robbed the gaming room at the back of an Albert White
         speakeasy in South Boston. Before they entered it, Joe and the Bartolos had no idea the speakeasy belonged to Albert White.
         If they had, they would have beat a retreat in three separate directions to make the trail all the harder to follow.
      

      
      They came down the back stairs smoothly enough. They passed through the empty bar area without incident. The bar and casino
         took up the rear of a furniture warehouse along the waterfront that Joe’s boss, Tim Hickey, had assured him was owned by some harmless Greeks recently arrived from Maryland. But when they walked
         into the back room, they found a poker game in full swing, the five players drinking amber Canadian from heavy crystal glasses,
         a gray carpet of cigarette smoke hanging overhead. A pile of money rose from the center of the table.
      

      
      Not one of the men looked Greek. Or harmless. They had hung their suit jackets over the backs of their chairs, which left
         the guns on their hips exposed. When Joe, Dion, and Paolo walked in with pistols extended, none of the men went for the guns,
         but Joe could tell a couple were thinking about it.
      

      
      A woman had been serving drinks to the table. She put the tray aside, lifted her cigarette out of an ashtray and took a drag,
         looked about to yawn with three guns pointed at her. Like she might ask to see something more impressive for an encore.
      

      
      Joe and the Bartolos wore hats pulled down over their eyes, and black handkerchiefs covered the lower halves of their faces.
         Which was a good thing because if anyone in this crowd recognized them, they’d have about half a day left to live.
      

      
      A walk in the park, Tim Hickey had said. Hit them at dawn when the only people left in the place would be a couple of mokes
         in the counting room.
      

      
      As opposed to five gun thugs playing poker.

      
      One of the players said, “You know whose place this is?”

      
      Joe didn’t recognize the guy, but he knew the guy next to him—Brenny Loomis, ex-boxer and a member of the Albert White Mob,
         Tim Hickey’s biggest rival in the bootlegging business. Lately, Albert was rumored to be stockpiling Thompson machine guns
         for an impending war. The word was out—choose a side or choose a headstone.
      

      
      Joe said, “Everyone does as they’re told, no one gets so much as a scratch.”

      
      The guy beside Loomis ran his mouth again. “I asked you know whose game this was, you fucking dunce.”

      
      
      Dion Bartolo hit him in the mouth with his pistol. Hit him hard enough to knock him out of his chair and draw some blood.
         Got everyone else thinking how much better it was to be the one who wasn’t getting pistol-whipped than the one who was.
      

      
      Joe said, “Everyone but the girl, get on your knees. Put your hands behind your head and lace the fingers.”

      
      Brenny Loomis locked eyes with Joe. “I’ll call your mother when this is over, boy. Suggest a nice dark suit for your coffin.”

      
      Loomis, a former club boxer at Mechanics Hall and sparring partner for Mean Mo Mullins, was said to have a punch like a bag
         of cue balls. He killed people for Albert White. Not for a living, exclusively, but rumor was he wanted Albert to know, should
         it ever become a full-time position, he had seniority.
      

      
      Joe had never experienced fear like he did looking into Loomis’s tiny brown eyes, but he gestured at the floor with his gun
         nonetheless, quite surprised that his hand didn’t shake. Brendan Loomis laced his hands behind his head and got on his knees.
         Once he did, the others did the same.
      

      
      Joe said to the girl, “Come over here, miss. We won’t harm you.”

      
      She stubbed out her cigarette and looked at him like she was thinking about lighting another, maybe freshening her drink.
         She crossed to him, a girl near his own age, maybe twenty or so, with winter eyes and skin so pale he could almost see through
         it to the blood and tissue underneath.
      

      
      He watched her come as the Bartolo brothers relieved the card-players of their weapons. The pistols made heavy thumps as they
         tossed them onto a nearby blackjack table, but the girl didn’t even flinch. In her eyes, firelights danced behind the gray.
      

      
      She stepped up to his gun and said, “And what will the gentleman be having with his robbery this morning?”

      
      Joe handed her one of the two canvas sacks he’d carried in. “The money on the table, please.”

      
      “Coming right up, sir.”

      
      
      As she crossed back to the table, he pulled one pair of handcuffs from the other sack, then tossed the sack to Paolo. Paolo
         bent by the first cardplayer and handcuffed his wrists at the small of his back, then moved on to the next.
      

      
      The girl swept the pot off the center of the table—Joe noting not just bills but watches and jewelry in there too—then gathered
         up everyone’s stakes. Paolo finished cuffing the men on the floor and went to work gagging them.
      

      
      Joe scanned the room—the roulette wheel behind him, the craps table against the wall under the stairs. He counted three blackjack
         tables and one baccarat table. Six slot machines took up the rear wall. A low table with a dozen phones on top constituted
         the wire service, a board behind it listing the horses from last night’s twelfth race at Read-ville. The only other door besides
         the one they’d come through was chalk-marked with a T for toilet, which made sense, because people had to piss when they drank.
      

      
      Except that when Joe had come through the bar, he’d seen two bathrooms, which would certainly suffice. And this bathroom had
         a padlock on it.
      

      
      He looked over at Brenny Loomis, lying on the floor with a gag in his mouth but watching the wheels turn in Joe’s head. Joe
         watched the wheels in Loomis’s head do their own turning. And he knew what he’d known the moment he saw that padlock—the bathroom
         wasn’t a bathroom.
      

      
      It was the counting room.

      
      Albert White’s counting room.

      
      Judging by the business Hickey casinos had done the past two days—the first chilly weekend of October—Joe suspected a small
         fortune sat behind that door.
      

      
      Albert White’s small fortune.

      
      The girl came back to him with the bag of poker swag. “Your dessert, sir,” she said and handed him the bag. He couldn’t get
         over how level her gaze was. She didn’t just stare at him, she stared through him. He was certain she could see his face behind
         the handkerchief and the low hat. Some morning he’d pass her walking to get cigarettes, hear her yell, “That’s him!” He wouldn’t even have time to
         close his eyes before the bullets hit him.
      

      
      He took the sack and dangled the set of cuffs from his finger. “Turn around.”

      
      “Yes, sir. Right away, sir.” She turned her back to him and crossed her arms behind her. Her knuckles pressed against the
         small of her back, the fingertips dangling over her ass, Joe realizing the last thing he should be doing was concentrating
         on anyone’s ass, period.
      

      
      He snapped the first cuff around her wrist. “I’ll be gentle.”

      
      “Don’t put yourself out on my account.” She looked back over her shoulder at him. “Just try not to leave marks.”

      
      Jesus.

      
      “What’s your name?”

      
      “Emma Gould,” she said. “What’s yours?”

      
      “Wanted.”

      
      “By all the girls or just the law?”

      
      He couldn’t keep up with her and cover the room at the same time, so he turned her to him and pulled the gag out of his pocket.
         The gags were men’s socks that Paolo Bartolo had stolen from the Woolworth’s where he worked.
      

      
      “You’re going to put a sock in my mouth.”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “A sock. In my mouth.”

      
      “Never been used before,” Joe said. “I promise.”

      
      She cocked one eyebrow. It was the same tarnished-brass color as her hair and soft and shiny as ermine.

      
      “I wouldn’t lie to you,” Joe said and felt, in that moment, as if he were telling the truth.

      
      “That’s usually what liars say.” She opened her mouth like a child resigned to a spoonful of medicine, and he thought of saying
         something else to her but couldn’t think of what. He thought of asking her something, just so he could hear her voice again.
      

      
      Her eyes pulsed a bit when he pushed the sock into her mouth and then she tried to spit it out—they usually did—shaking her head as she saw the twine in his hand, but he was ready for her.
         He drew it tight across her mouth and back along the sides of her face. As he tied it off at the back of her head, she looked
         at him as if, until this point, the whole transaction had been perfectly honorable—a kick, even—but now he’d gone and sullied
         it.
      

      
      “It’s half silk,” he said.

      
      Another arch of her eyebrow.

      
      “The sock,” he said. “Go join your friends.”

      
      She knelt by Brendan Loomis, who’d never taken his eyes off Joe, not once the whole time.

      
      Joe looked at the door to the counting room, looked at the padlock on the door. He let Loomis follow his gaze and then he
         looked Loomis in the eyes. Loomis’s eyes went dull as he waited to see what the next move would be.
      

      
      Joe held his gaze and said, “Let’s go, boys. We’re done.”

      
      Loomis blinked once, slowly, and Joe decided to take that as a peace offering—or the possibility of one—and got the hell out
         of there.
      

      
      When they left, they drove along the waterfront. The sky was a hard blue streaked with hard yellow. The gulls rose and fell,
         cawing. The bucket of a ship crane swung in hard over the wharf road, then swung back with a scream as Paolo drove over its
         shadow. Longshoremen, stevedores, and teamsters stood at their pilings, smoking in the bright cold. A group of them threw
         rocks at the gulls.
      

      
      Joe rolled down his window, took the cold air on his face, against his eyes. It smelled like salt, fish blood, and gasoline.

      
      Dion Bartolo looked back at him from the front seat. “You asked the doll her name?”

      
      Joe said, “Making conversation.”

      
      “You cuff her hands like you’re putting a pin on her, asking her to the dance?”

      
      Joe leaned his head out the open window for a minute, sucked the dirty air in as deep as he could. Paolo drove off the docks and up toward Broadway, the Nash Roadster doing thirty miles an
         hour easy.
      

      
      “I seen her before,” Paolo said.

      
      Joe pulled his head back in the car. “Where?”

      
      “I don’t know. But I did. I know it.” He bounced the Nash onto Broadway and they all bounced with it. “You should write her
         a poem maybe.”
      

      
      “Write her a fucking poem,” Joe said. “Why don’t you slow down and stop driving like we did something?”

      
      Dion turned toward Joe, placed his arm on the seat back. “He actually wrote a poem to a girl once, my brother.”

      
      “No kidding?”

      
      Paolo met his eyes in the rearview mirror and gave him a solemn nod.

      
      “What happened?”

      
      “Nothing,” Dion said. “She couldn’t read.”

      
      They headed south toward Dorchester and got stuck in traffic by a horse that dropped dead just outside Andrew Square. Traffic
         had to be routed around it and its overturned ice cart. Shards of ice glistened in the cobblestone cracks like metal shavings,
         and the iceman stood beside the carcass, kicking the horse in the ribs. Joe thought about her the whole way. Her hands had
         been dry and soft. They were very small and pink at the base of the palms. The veins in her wrist were violet. She had a black
         freckle on the back of her right ear but not on her left.
      

      
      The Bartolo brothers lived on Dorchester Avenue above a butcher and a cobbler. The butcher and the cobbler had married sisters
         and hated each other only slightly less than they hated their wives. This didn’t stop them, however, from running a speakeasy
         in their shared basement. Nightly, people came from the other sixteen parishes of Dorchester, as well as from parishes as
         far away as the North Shore, to drink the best liquor south of Montreal and hear a Negro songstress named Delilah Deluth sing
         about heartbreak in a place whose unofficial name was The Shoelace, which infuriated the butcher so much he’d gone bald over
         it. The Bartolo brothers were in The Shoelace almost every night, which was fine, but going so far as to reside above the place seemed idiotic to Joe. It would only take one legitimate
         raid by honest cops or T-Men, however unlikely that might be, and it would be nothing for them to kick in Dion and Paolo’s
         door and discover money, guns, and jewelry that two wops who worked in a grocery store and a department store, respectively,
         could never account for.
      

      
      True, the jewelry usually went right back out the door to Hymie Drago, the fence they’d been using since they were fifteen,
         but the money usually went no further than a gaming table in the back of The Shoelace, or into their mattresses.
      

      
      Joe leaned against the icebox and watched Paolo put his and his brother’s split there that morning, just pulling back the
         sweat-yellowed sheet to reveal one of a series of slits they’d cut into the side, Dion handing the stacks of bills to Paolo
         and Paolo shoving them in like he was stuffing a holiday bird.
      

      
      At twenty-three, Paolo was the oldest of them. Dion, younger by two years, seemed older, however, maybe because he was smarter
         or maybe because he was meaner. Joe, who would turn twenty next month, was the youngest of them but had been acknowledged
         as the brains of the operation since they’d joined forces to knock over newsstands when Joe was thirteen.
      

      
      Paolo rose from the floor. “I know where I seen her.” He slapped the dust off his knees.

      
      Joe came off the icebox. “Where?”

      
      “But he’s not sweet on her,” Dion said.

      
      “Where?” Joe repeated.

      
      Paolo pointed at the floor. “Downstairs.”

      
      “In The Shoelace?”

      
      Paolo nodded. “She come in with Albert.”

      
      “Albert who?”

      
      “Albert, the King of Montenegro,” Dion said. “Albert Who Do You Think?”

      
      Unfortunately, there was only one Albert in Boston who could be referred to without a last name. Albert White, the guy they’d just robbed.
      

      
      Albert was a former hero of the Philippine Moro Wars and a former policeman, who’d lost his job, like Joe’s own brother, after
         the strike in ’19. Currently he was the owner of White Garage and Automotive Glass Repair (formerly Halloran’s Tire and Automotive),
         White’s Downtown Café (formerly Halloran’s Lunch Counter), and White’s Freight and Transcontinental Shipping (formerly Halloran’s
         Trucking). Rumored to have personally rubbed out Bitsy Halloran. Bitsy got himself shot eleven times in an oak phone booth
         inside a Rexall Drugstore in Egleston Square. So many shots fired at such close range, they set the booth on fire. It was
         rumored Albert had bought the charred remains of the phone booth, restored it, and kept it in the study of the home he owned
         on Ashmont Hill, made all his calls from it.
      

      
      “So she’s Albert’s girl.” It deflated Joe to think of her as just another gangster’s moll. He’d already had visions of them
         racing across the country in a stolen car, unencumbered by a past or a future, chasing a red sky and a setting sun all the
         way to Mexico.
      

      
      “I seen them together three times,” Paolo said.

      
      “So now it’s three times.”

      
      Paolo looked down at his fingers for confirmation. “Yeah.”

      
      “What’s she doing fetching drinks at his poker games then?”

      
      “What else she going to do?” Dion said. “Retire?”

      
      “No, but …”

      
      “Albert’s married,” Dion said. “Who’s to say how long a party gallasts on his arm?”

      
      “She strike you as a party gal?”

      
      Dion slowly thumbed the cap off a bottle of Canadian gin, his flat eyes on Joe. “She didn’t strike me as anything but a gal
         bagged up our money. I couldn’t even tell you what color her hair was. I couldn’t—”
      

      
      “Dark blond. Almost light brown, but not quite.”

      
      “She’s Albert’s girl.” Dion poured them all a drink.

      
      “So she is,” Joe said.

      
      
      “Bad enough we just knocked over the man’s joint. Don’t go getting any ideas about taking anything else from him. All right?”

      
      Joe didn’t say anything.

      
      “All right?” Dion repeated.

      
      “All right.” Joe reached for his drink. “Fine.”

      
      She didn’t come into The Shoelace for the next three nights. Joe was sure of it—he’d been there, open to close, every night.

      
      Albert came in, wearing one of his signature pinstripe off-white suits. Like he was in Lisbon or something. He wore them with
         brown fedoras that matched his brown shoes which matched the brown pinstripes. When the snow came, he wore brown suits with
         off-white pinstripes, an off-white hat, and white-and-brown spats. When February rolled around, he went in for dark brown
         suits and dark brown shoes with a black hat, but Joe imagined, for the most part, he’d be easy to gun down at night. Shoot
         him in an alley from twenty yards away with a cheap pistol. You wouldn’t even need a streetlamp to see that white turn red.
      

      
      Albert, Albert, Joe thought as Albert glided past his bar stool in The Shoelace on the third night, I could kill you if I
         knew the first thing about killing.
      

      
      Problem was, Albert didn’t go into alleys much, and when he did he had four bodyguards with him. And even if you did get through
         them and you did kill him—and Joe, no killer, wondered why the fuck he found himself thinking about killing Albert White in
         the first place—all you’d manage to do would be to derail a business empire for Albert White’s partners, who included the
         police, the Italians, the Jew mobs in Mattapan, and several legitimate businessmen, including bankers and investors with interests
         in Cuban and Florida sugarcane. Derailing business like that in a city this small would be like feeding zoo animals with fresh
         cuts on your hand.
      

      
      Albert looked at him once. Looked at him in such a way that Joe thought, He knows, he knows. He knows I robbed him. Knows
         I want his girl. He knows.
      

      
      
      But Albert said, “Got a light?”

      
      Joe struck a match off the bar and lit Albert White’s cigarette.

      
      When Albert blew out the match, he blew smoke into Joe’s face. He said, “Thanks, kid,” and walked away, the man’s flesh as
         white as his suit, the man’s lips as red as the blood that flowed in and out of his heart.
      

      
      The fourth day after the robbery, Joe played a hunch and went back to the furniture warehouse. He almost missed her; apparently
         the secretaries ended their shift the same time as the laborers, and the secretaries ran small while the forklift operators
         and stevedores cast wider shadows. The men came out with their longshoremen’s hooks hanging from the shoulders of their dirty
         jackets, talking loud and swarming the young women, whistling and telling jokes only they laughed at. The women must have
         been used to it, though, because they managed to move their own circle out of the larger one, and some of the men stayed behind,
         and others straggled, and a few more broke off to head toward the worst-kept secret on the docks—a houseboat that had been
         serving alcohol since the first sun to rise on Boston under Prohibition.
      

      
      The pack of women stayed tight and moved smoothly up the dock. Joe only saw her because another girl with the same color hair
         stopped to adjust her heel and Emma’s face took her place in the crowd.
      

      
      Joe left the spot where he’d been standing, near the loading dock of the Gillette Company, and fell into step about fifty
         yards behind the group. He told himself she was Albert White’s girl. Told himself he was out of his mind and he needed to
         stop this now. Not only should he not be following Albert White’s girl along the waterfront of South Boston, he shouldn’t
         even be in the state until he learned for sure whether or not anyone could finger him for the poker game robbery. Tim Hickey
         was down south on a rum deal and couldn’t fill in the blanks about how they’d ended up knocking over the wrong card game,
         and the Bartolo brothers were keeping their heads down and noses clean until they heard what was what, but here was Joe, supposedly the smart one, sniffing around Emma Gould like a starving dog following
         the scent of a cook fire.
      

      
      Walk away, walk away, walk away.

      
      Joe knew the voice was right. The voice was reason. And if not reason, then his guardian angel.

      
      Problem was, he wasn’t interested in guardian angels today. He was interested in her.

      
      The group of women walked off the waterfront and dispersed at Broadway Station. Most walked to a bench on the streetcar side,
         but Emma descended into the subway. Joe gave her a head start, then followed her through the turnstiles and down another set
         of steps and onto a northbound train. It was crowded on the train and hot but he never took his eyes off her, which was a
         good thing because she left the train one stop later, at South Station.
      

      
      South Station was a transfer station where three subway lines, two el lines, a streetcar line, two bus lines, and the commuter
         rail all converged. Stepping out of the car and onto the platform turned him into a billiards ball on the break—he was bounced,
         pinned, and bounced again. He lost sight of her. He was not a tall man like his brothers, one of whom was tall and the other
         abnormally so. But thank God he wasn’t short, just medium. He stepped up on his toes and tried to press through the throng
         that way. It made the going slower, but he got a flash of her butterscotch hair bobbing by the transfer tunnel to the Atlantic
         Avenue Elevated.
      

      
      He reached the platform just as the cars arrived. She stood two doors ahead of him in the same car when the train left the
         station and the city opened up in front of them, its blues and browns and brick red deepening in the onset of dusk. Windows
         in the office buildings had turned yellow. Streetlamps came on, block by block. The harbor bled out from the edges of the
         skyline. Emma leaned against a window and Joe watched it all unfurl behind her. She stared out blankly at the crowded car,
         her eyes alighting on nothing but wary just the same. They were so pale, her eyes, paler even than her skin. The pale of very
         cold gin. Her jaw and nose were both slightly pointed and dusted with freckles. Nothing about her invited approach. She seemed
         locked behind her own cold and beautiful face.
      

      
      And what will the gentleman be having with his robbery this morning?

      
      Just try not to leave marks.

      
      That’s usually what liars say.

      
      When they passed through Batterymarch Station and rattled over the North End, Joe looked down at the ghetto, teeming with
         Italians—Italian people, Italian dialects, Italian customs and food—and he couldn’t help but think of his oldest brother,
         Danny, the Irish cop who’d loved the Italian ghetto so much he’d lived and worked there. Danny was a big man, taller than
         just about anyone Joe had ever met. He’d been a hell of a boxer, a hell of a cop, and he knew little of fear. An organizer
         and vice president of the policemen’s union, he’d met the fate of every cop who’d chosen to go out on strike in September
         1919—he’d lost his job without hope of reinstatement and been blackballed from all law enforcement positions on the Eastern
         Seaboard. It broke him. Or so the story went. He’d ended up in a Negro section of Tulsa, Oklahoma, that had burned to the
         ground in a riot five years ago. Since then, Joe’s family had heard only rumors about his whereabouts and those of his wife,
         Nora—Austin, Baltimore, Philadelphia.
      

      
      Growing up, Joe had adored his brother. Then he’d come to hate him. Now, he mostly didn’t think about him. When he did, he
         had to admit, he missed his laugh.
      

      
      Down the other end of the car, Emma Gould said “Excuse me, excuse me” as she worked her way toward the doors. Joe looked out
         the window and saw that they were approaching City Square in Charlestown.
      

      
      Charlestown. No wonder she hadn’t gotten rattled with a gun pointed at her. In Charlestown, they brought .38s to the dinner
         table, used the barrels to stir their coffee.
      

      
      He followed her to a two-story house at the end of Union Street. Just before she reached the house, she took a right down
         a pathway that ran along the side, and by the time Joe got to the alley behind the house, she was gone. He looked up and down the alley—nothing
         but similar two-story houses, most of them saltbox shacks with rotting window frames and tar patches in the roof. She could’ve
         gone into any of them, but she’d chosen the last walkway on the block. He assumed hers was the blue-gray one he was facing
         with steel doors over a wooden bulk-head.
      

      
      Just past the house was a wooden gate. It was locked, so he grabbed the top of it, hoisted himself up, and took a look at
         another alley, narrower than the one he was in. Aside from a few trash cans, it was empty. He let himself back down and searched
         his pocket for one of the hairpins he rarely left home without.
      

      
      Half a minute later he stood on the other side of the gate and waited.

      
      It didn’t take long. This time of day—quitting time—it never did. Two pairs of footsteps came up the alley, two men talking
         about the latest plane that had gone down trying to cross the Atlantic, no sign of the pilot, an Englishman, or the wreckage.
         One second it was in the air, the next it was gone for good. One of the men knocked on the bulkhead, and after a few seconds,
         Joe heard him say, “Blacksmith.”
      

      
      One of the bulkhead doors was pulled back with a whine and then a few moments later, it was dropped back in place and locked.

      
      Joe waited five minutes, clocking it, and then he exited the second alley and knocked on the bulkhead.

      
      A muffled voice said, “What?”

      
      “Blacksmith.”

      
      There was a ratcheting sound as someone threw the bolt back and Joe lifted the bulkhead door. He climbed into the small stairwell
         and let himself down it, lowering the bulkhead door as he went. At the bottom of the stairwell, he faced a second door. It
         opened as he was reaching for it. An old baldy guy with a cauliflower nose and blown blood vessels splayed across his cheekbones
         waved him inside, a grim scowl on his face.
      

      
      It was an unfinished basement with a wood bar in the center of the dirt floor. The tables were wooden barrels, the chairs made of the cheapest pine.
      

      
      At the bar, Joe sat down at the end closest to the door, where a woman with fat that hung off her arms like pregnant bellies
         served him a bucket of warm beer that tasted a little of soap and a little of sawdust, but not a lot like beer or a lot like
         alcohol. He looked for Emma Gould in the basement gloom, saw only dockworkers, a couple of sailors, and a few working girls.
         A piano sat against the brick wall under the stairs, unused, a few keys broken. This was not the kind of speak that went in
         for entertainment much beyond the bar fight that would open up between the sailors and the dockworkers once they realized
         they were short two working girls.
      

      
      She came out the door behind the bar, tying a kerchief off behind her head. She’d traded her blouse and skirt for an off-white
         fisherman’s sweater and brown tweed trousers. She walked the bar, emptying ashtrays and wiping spills, and the woman who’d
         served Joe his drink removed her apron and went back through the door behind the bar.
      

      
      When she reached Joe, her eyes flicked on his near-empty bucket. “You want another?”

      
      “Sure.”

      
      She glanced at his face and didn’t seem fond of the result. “Who told you about the place?”

      
      “Dinny Cooper.”

      
      “Don’t know him,” she said.

      
      That makes two of us, Joe thought, wondering where the fuck he’d come up with such a stupid name. Dinny? Why didn’t he call the guy “Lunch”?
      

      
      “He’s from Everett.”

      
      She wiped the bar in front of him, still not moving to get his drink. “Yeah?”

      
      “Yeah. We worked the Chelsea side of the Mystic last week. Dredge work?”

      
      She shook her head.

      
      
      “Anyway, Dinny pointed across the river, told me about this place. Said you served good beer.”

      
      “Now I know you’re lying.”

      
      “Because someone said you serve good beer?”

      
      She stared at him the way she had in the payroll office, like she could see the intestines curled inside him, the pink of
         his lungs, the thoughts that journeyed among the folds of his brain.
      

      
      “The beer’s not that bad,” he said and raised his bucket. “I had some once in this place this one time? I swear to you it—”
      

      
      “Butter doesn’t melt on your tongue, does it?” she said.

      
      “Miss?”

      
      “Does it?”

      
      He decided to try resigned indignation. “I’m not lying, miss. But I can go. I can certainly go.” He stood. “What do I owe
         you for the first one?”
      

      
      “Two dimes.”

      
      She held out her hand and he placed the coins in them and she placed them in the pocket of her man’s trousers. “You won’t
         do it.”
      

      
      “What?” he said.

      
      “Leave. You want me to be so impressed that you said you’d leave that I’ll decide you’re a Clear-Talk Charlie and ask you to stay.”
      

      
      “Nope.” He shrugged into his coat. “I’m really going.”

      
      She leaned into the bar. “Come here.”

      
      He cocked his head.

      
      She crooked a finger at him. “Come here.”

      
      He moved a couple of stools out of the way and leaned into the bar.

      
      “You see those fellas in the corner, sitting by the table made out of the apple barrel?”

      
      He didn’t need to turn his head. He’d seen them the moment he walked in—three of them. Dockworkers by the look of them, ship
         masts for shoulders, rocks for hands, eyes you didn’t want to catch.
      

      
      “I see ’em.”

      
      “They’re my cousins. You see a family resemblance, don’t you?”

      
      “No.”

      
      
      She shrugged. “You know what they do for work?”

      
      Their lips were close enough that if they’d opened their mouths and unfurled their tongues, the tips would have met.

      
      “I have no idea.”

      
      “They find guys like you who lie about guys named Dinny and they beat them to death.” She inched her elbows forward and their
         faces grew even closer. “Then they throw them in the river.”
      

      
      Joe’s scalp and the backs of his ears itched. “Quite the occupation.”

      
      “Beats robbing poker games, though, doesn’t it?”

      
      For a moment Joe forgot how to move his face.

      
      “Say something clever,” Emma Gould said. “Maybe about that sock you put in my mouth. I want to hear something slick and clever.”

      
      Joe said nothing.

      
      “And while you’re thinking of things,” Emma Gould said, “think of this—they’re watching us right now. If I tug this earlobe?
         You won’t make the stairs.”
      

      
      He looked at the earlobe she’d indicated with a flick of her pale eyes. The right one. It looked like a chickpea, but softer.
         He wondered what it would taste like first thing in the morning.
      

      
      Joe glanced down at the bar. “And if I pull this trigger?”

      
      She followed his gaze, saw the pistol he’d placed between them.

      
      “You won’t reach your earlobe,” he said.
      

      
      Her eyes left the pistol and rose up his forearm in such a way he could feel the hairs parting. She sculled across the center
         of his chest and then up his throat and over his chin. When she found his eyes, hers were fuller and sharper, lit with something
         that had entered the world centuries before civilized things.
      

      
      “I get off at midnight,” she said.

   



      
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      The Lack in Her

      
      Joe lived on the top floor of a boardinghouse in the West End, just a short walk from the riot of Scollay Square. The boardinghouse
         was owned and operated by the Tim Hickey Mob, which had long had a presence in the city but had flourished in the six years
         since the Eighteenth Amendment took effect.
      

      
      The first floor was usually occupied by Paddys right off the boat with woolen brogues and bodies of gristle. One of Joe’s
         jobs was to meet them at the docks and lead them to Hickey-owned soup kitchens, give them brown bread and white chowder and
         gray potatoes. He brought them back to the boardinghouse where they were packed three to a room on firm, clean mattresses
         while their clothes were laundered in the basement by the older whores. After a week or so, once they’d gotten some strength
         back and freed their hair of nits and their mouths of poisoned teeth, they’d sign voter registration cards and pledge bottomless
         support to Hickey candidates in next year’s elections. Then they were set loose with the names and addresses of other immigrants
         from the same villages or counties back home who might be counted on to find them jobs straightaway.
      

      
      On the second floor of the boardinghouse, accessible only by a separate entrance, was the casino. The third was the whore
         floor. Joe lived on the fourth, in a room at the end of the hall. There was a nice bathroom on the floor that he shared with
         whichever high rollers were in town at the moment and Penny Palumbo, the star whore of Tim Hickey’s stable. Penny was twenty-five
         but looked seventeen and her hair was the color bottled honey got when the sun moved through it. A man had jumped off a roof
         over Penny Palumbo; another had stepped off a boat; a third, instead of killing himself, killed another guy. Joe liked her
         well enough; she was nice and wonderful to look at. But if her face looked seventeen, he’d bet her brain looked ten. It was
         solely occupied, as far as Joe could tell, by three songs and some vague wishes about becoming a dressmaker.
      

      
      Some mornings, depending on who got down to the casino first, one brought the other coffee. This morning, she brought it to
         him and they sat by the window in his room looking out at Scollay Square with its striped awnings and tall billboards as the
         first milk trucks puttered along Tremont Row. Penny told him that last night a fortune-teller had assured her she was destined
         to either die young or become a Trinitarian Pentecostal in Kansas. When Joe asked her if she was worried about dying, she
         said sure, but not half as much as moving to Kansas.
      

      
      When she left, he heard her talking to someone in the hall, and then Tim Hickey was standing in his doorway. Tim wore a dark
         pin-stripe vest, unbuttoned, matching trousers, and a white shirt with the collar unbuttoned and no tie. Tim was a trim man
         with a fine head of white hair and the sad, helpless eyes of a death row chaplain.
      

      
      “Mr. Hickey, sir.”

      
      “Morning, Joe.” He drank coffee from an old-fashioned glass that caught the morning light rising off the sills. “That bank
         in Pittsfield?”
      

      
      “Yeah?” Joe said.

      
      “The guy you want to see comes in here Thursdays, but you’ll find him at the Upham’s Corner place most other nights. He’ll keep a homburg on the bar to the right of his drink. He’ll give you
         the lay of the building and the out-route too.”
      

      
      “Thanks, Mr. Hickey.”

      
      Hickey acknowledged that with a tip of his glass. “Another thing—’member that dealer we discussed last month?”

      
      “Carl,” Joe said, “yeah.”

      
      “He’s up to it again.”

      
      Carl Laubner, one of their blackjack dealers, had come from a joint that ran dirty games, and they couldn’t convince him to
         run a clean game here, not if any of the players in question looked less than 100 percent white. So if an Italian or a Greek
         sat down at the table, forget it. Carl magically pulled tens and aces for hole cards all night, or at least until the swarthier
         gents left the table.
      

      
      “Fire him,” Hickey said. “Soon as he comes in.”

      
      “Yes, sir.”

      
      “We don’t run that horseshit here. Agreed?”

      
      “Absolutely, Mr. Hickey. Absolutely.”

      
      “And fix the twelve slot, will you? It’s running loose. We might run a straight house, but we’re not a fucking charity, are
         we, Joe?”
      

      
      Joe wrote himself a note. “No, sir, we are not.”

      
      Tim Hickey ran one of the few clean casinos in Boston, which made it one of the most popular casinos in town, particularly
         for the high-class play. Tim had taught Joe that rigged games fleeced a chump maybe two, three times at the most before he
         got wise and stopped playing. Tim didn’t want to fleece someone a couple of times; he wanted to drain them for the rest of
         their lives. Keep ’em playing, keep ’em drinking, he told Joe, and they will fork over all their green and thank you for relieving
         them of the weight.
      

      
      “The people we service?” Tim said more than once. “They visit the night. But we live in it. They rent what we own. That means
         when they come to play in our sandbox, we make a profit off every grain.”
      

      
      Tim Hickey was one of the smarter men Joe had ever known. At the start of Prohibition, when the mobs in the city were split down ethnic lines—Italians mixing only with Italians, Jews
         mixing only with Jews, Irish mixing only with Irish—Hickey mixed with everyone. He aligned himself with Giancarlo Calabrese,
         who ran the Pescatore Mob while old man Pescatore was in prison, and together they started dealing in Caribbean rum when everyone
         else was dealing in whiskey. By the time the Detroit and New York gangs had leveraged their power to turn everyone else into
         subcontractors in the whiskey trade, the Hickey and Pescatore mobs had cornered the market on sugar and molasses. The product
         came out of Cuba mostly, crossed the Florida Straits, got turned into rum on U.S. soil, and took midnight runs up the Eastern
         Seaboard to be sold at an 80 percent markup.
      

      
      As soon as Tim had returned from his most recent trip to Tampa, he’d discussed the botched job at the Southie furniture warehouse
         with Joe. He commended Joe on being smart enough not to go for the house take in the counting room (“That avoided a war right
         there,” Tim said), and told him when he got to the bottom of why they’d been given such a dangerously bad tip, someone was
         going to hang from rafters as high as the Custom House spire.
      

      
      Joe wanted to believe him because the alternative was to believe Tim had sent them to that warehouse because he’d wanted to start a war with Albert White. It wouldn’t be beyond Tim to sacrifice men he’d mentored since they were boys with the
         aim of cornering the rum market for good. In fact, nothing was beyond Tim. Absolutely nothing. That’s what it took to stay
         on top in the rackets—everyone had to know you’d long ago amputated your conscience.
      

      
      In Joe’s room now, Tim added a spot of rum from his flask to his coffee and took a sip. He offered the flask to Joe, but Joe
         shook his head. Tim returned the flask to his pocket. “Where you been lately?”
      

      
      “I been here.”

      
      Hickey held his gaze. “You’ve been out every night this week and the week before. You got a girl?”

      
      Joe thought about lying but couldn’t see the point. “I do, yeah.”

      
      
      “She a nice girl?”

      
      “She’s lively. She’s”—Joe couldn’t think of the precise word—“something.”

      
      Hickey came off the doorjamb. “You got yourself a blood sticker, huh?” He mimed a needle plunging into his arm. “I can see
         it.” He came over and clamped a hand on the back of Joe’s neck. “You don’t get many shots at the good ones. Not in our line.
         She cook?”
      

      
      “She does.” Truth was, Joe had no idea.

      
      “That’s important. Not if they’re good or bad, just that they’re willing to do it.” Hickey let go of his neck and walked back
         to the doorway. “Talk to that fella about the Pittsfield thing.”
      

      
      “I will, sir.”

      
      “Good man,” Tim said and headed downstairs to the office he kept behind the casino cashier.

      
      Carl Laubner ended up working two more nights before Joe remembered to fire him. Joe had forgotten a few things lately, including
         two appointments with Hymie Drago to move the merch’ from the Karshman Furs job. He had remembered to get to the slot machine
         and tighten the wheels good, but by the time Laubner came in on his shift that night, Joe was off with Emma Gould again.
      

      
      Since that night at the basement speakeasy in Charlestown, he and Emma had seen each other most nights. Most, not every. The
         other nights she was with Albert White, a situation Joe had thus far managed to characterize as annoying, though it was fast
         approaching the intolerable.
      

      
      When Joe wasn’t with Emma, all he could think about was when he would be. And then when they did meet, keeping their hands
         off each other went from an unlikely proposition to an impossible one. When her uncle’s speakeasy was closed, they had sex
         in it. When her parents and siblings were out of the apartment she shared with them, they had sex in it. They had sex in Joe’s
         car and sex in his room after he’d snuck her up the back stairs. They had sex on a cold hill, in a stand of bare trees overlooking the Mystic River, and on a cold November beach overlooking Savin Hill Cove in Dorchester. Standing, sitting,
         lying down—it didn’t make much difference to them. Inside, outside—same thing. When they had the luxury of an hour together,
         they filled it with as many new tricks and new positions as they could dream up. But when they had only a few minutes, then
         a few minutes would do.
      

      
      What they rarely did was talk. At least not about anything outside the borders of their seemingly bottomless addiction to
         each other.
      

      
      Behind Emma’s pale eyes and pale skin lay something coiled and caged. And not caged in a way that it wanted to come out. Caged
         in a way that demanded nothing come in. The cage opened when she took him inside her and for as long as they could sustain
         their lovemaking. In those moments, her eyes were open and searching and he could see her soul back there and the red light
         of her heart and whatever dreams she may have clung to as a child, temporarily untethered and freed of their cellar and its
         dark walls and padlocked door.
      

      
      Once he’d pulled out of her, though, and her breathing slowed to normal, he would watch those things recede like the tide.

      
      Didn’t matter, though. He was starting to suspect he was in love with her. In those rare moments when the cage opened and
         he was invited in, he found a person desperate to trust, desperate to love, hell, desperate to live. She just needed to see
         he was worthy of risking that trust, that love, that life.
      

      
      And he would be.

      
      He turned twenty years old that winter and he knew what he wanted to do with the rest of his life. He wanted to become the
         one man Emma Gould put all her faith in.
      

      
      As the winter wore on, they risked appearing in public together a few times. Only on the nights when she had it on good authority
         that Albert White and his key men were out of town and only at establishments that were owned by Tim Hickey or his partners.
      

      
      One of Tim’s partners was Phil Cregger, who owned	the Vanetian Garden restaurant on the first floor of the Bromfield Hotel. Joe and Emma went there on a frigid night that smelled of snow
         even though the sky was clear. They’d just checked their coats and hats when a group exited the private room behind the kitchen
         and Joe knew them for what they were by their cigar smoke and the practiced bonhomie in their voices before he ever saw their
         faces—pols.
      

      
      Aldermen and selectmen and city councillors and fire captains and police captains and prosecutors—the shiny, smiling, grubby
         battery that kept the city’s lights on, barely. Kept the trains running and the traffic signals working, barely. Kept the
         populace ever aware that those services and a thousand more, big and small, could end—would end—were it not for their constant vigilance.
      

      
      He saw his father at the same moment his father noticed him. It was, as it usually was if they hadn’t seen each other in a
         while, unsettling if for no other reason than how completely they mirrored each other. Joe’s father was sixty. He’d sired
         Joe late after producing two sons at a more respectably youthful age. But whereas Connor and Danny carried the genetic strains
         of both parents in their faces and bodies and certainly their height (which came from the Fennessey side of the family, where
         the men grew tall), Joe had come out the spitting image of his old man. Same height, same build, same hard jawline, same nose
         and sharp cheekbones and eyes sunk back in their sockets just a little farther than normal, which made it all the harder for
         people to read what he was thinking. The only difference between Joe and his father was one of color. Joe’s eyes were blue
         whereas his father’s were green; Joe’s hair was the color of wheat, his father’s the color of flax. Otherwise, Joe’s father
         looked at him and saw his own youth mocking him. Joe looked at his father and saw liver spots and loose flesh, Death standing
         at the end of his bed at 3 A.M., tapping an impatient foot.
      

      
      After a few farewell handshakes and backslaps, his father broke from the crowd as the men lined up for their coats. He stood
         before his son. He thrust out his hand. “How are you?”
      

      
      Joe shook his hand. “Not bad, sir. You?”

      
      “Tip-top. I was promoted last month.”

      
      
      “Deputy superintendent of the BPD,” Joe said. “I heard.”

      
      “And you? Where are you working these days?”

      
      You’d have to have known Thomas Coughlin a long time to spot the effects of alcohol on him. It was never to be found in his
         speech, which remained smooth and firm and of consistent volume even after half a bottle of good Irish. It wasn’t to be found
         in any glassiness of the eyes. But if you knew where to look for it, you could find something predatory and mischievous in
         the glow of his handsome face, something that sized you up, found your weaknesses, and debated whether to dine on them.
      

      
      “Dad,” Joe said, “this is Emma Gould.”

      
      Thomas Coughlin took her hand and kissed the knuckles. “A pleasure, Miss Gould.” He tilted his head to the maître d’. “The
         corner table, Gerard, please.” He smiled at Joe and Emma. “Do you mind if I join you? I’m famished.”
      

      
      They got through the salads pleasantly enough.

      
      Thomas told stories of Joe’s childhood, the point of which was invariably what a scamp Joe had been, how irrepressible and
         full of beans. In his father’s retelling, they were whimsical stories fit for the Hal Roach shorts at a Saturday matinee.
         His father left out how the stories had usually ended—with a slap or the strap.
      

      
      Emma smiled and chuckled at all the right places, but Joe could see she was pretending. They were all pretending. Joe and
         Thomas pretended to be bound by the love between a father and son and Emma pretended not to notice that they weren’t.
      

      
      After the story about six-year-old Joe in his father’s garden—a story told so many times over the years Joe could predict
         to a breath his father’s pauses—Thomas asked Emma where her family hailed from.
      

      
      “Charlestown,” she said, and Joe worried he heard a hint of defiance in her voice.

      
      “No, I mean before they came here. You’re clearly Irish. Do you know where your ancestors were born?”

      
      
      The waiter cleared the salad plates as Emma said, “My mother’s father was from Kerry and my father’s mother was from Cork.”

      
      “I’m from just outside Cork,” Thomas said with uncommon delight.

      
      Emma sipped her water but didn’t say anything, a part of her missing suddenly. Joe had seen this before—she had a way of disconnecting
         from a situation if it wasn’t to her liking. Her body remained, like something left behind in the chair during her escape,
         but the essence of her, whatever made Emma Emma, was gone.
      

      
      “What was her maiden name, your grandmother?”

      
      “I don’t know,” she said.

      
      “You don’t know?”
      

      
      Emma shrugged. “She’s dead.”

      
      “But it’s your heritage.” Thomas was flummoxed.

      
      Emma gave that another shrug. She lit a cigarette. Thomas showed no reaction but Joe knew he was aghast. Flappers appalled
         him on countless levels—women smoking, flashing thigh, lowering necklines, appearing drunk in public without shame or fear
         of civic scorn.
      

      
      “How long have you known my son?” Thomas smiled.

      
      “Few months.”

      
      “Are you two—?”

      
      “Dad.”

      
      “Joseph?”

      
      “We don’t know what we are.”

      
      Secretly he’d hoped Emma would take the opportunity to clarify what, in fact, they were, but instead she shot him a quick
         look that asked how much longer they had to sit here and went back to smoking, her eyes drifting, anchorless, around the grand
         room.
      

      
      The entrées reached the table, and they passed the next twenty minutes talking about the quality of the steaks and the béarnaise
         sauce and the new carpeting Cregger had recently installed.
      

      
      During dessert, Thomas lit his own cigarette. “So what is it you do, dear?”

      
      “I work at Papadikis Furniture.”

      
      
      “Which department?”

      
      “Secretarial.”

      
      “Did my son pilfer a couch? Is that how you met?”

      
      “Dad,” Joe said.

      
      “I’m just wondering how you met,” his father said.

      
      Emma lit a cigarette and looked out at the room. “This is a real swank place.”

      
      “It’s just that I’m well aware how my son earns a living. I can only assume that if you’ve come into contact with him, it
         was either during a crime or in an establishment populated by rough characters.”
      

      
      “Dad,” Joe said, “I was hoping we’d have a nice dinner.”

      
      “I thought we just did. Miss Gould?”

      
      Emma looked over at him.

      
      “Have my questions this evening made you uncomfortable?”

      
      Emma locked him in that cool gaze of hers, the one that could freeze a fresh coat of roofing tar. “I don’t know what you’re
         on about. And I don’t particularly care.”
      

      
      Thomas leaned back in his chair and sipped his coffee. “I’m on about you being the type of lass who consorts with criminals,
         which may not be the best thing for your reputation. The fact that the criminal in question happens to be my son isn’t the
         issue. It’s that my son, criminal or no, is still my son and I have paternal feelings for him, feelings that cause me to question
         the wisdom of his consorting with the type of woman who knowingly consorts with criminals.” Thomas placed his coffee cup back
         on the saucer and smiled at her. “Did you follow all that?”
      

      
      Joe stood. “Okay, we’re going.”

      
      But Emma didn’t move. She dropped her chin to the heel of her hand and considered Thomas for some time, the cigarette smoldering
         next to her ear. “My uncle mentioned a copper he has on his payroll, name of Coughlin. That you?” She gave him a tight smile
         to match his own and took a drag off her cigarette.
      

      
      “This uncle would be your Uncle Robert, the one everyone calls Bobo?”

      
      
      She flicked her eyelids in the affirmative.

      
      “The police officer to whom you refer is named Elmore Conklin, Miss Gould. He’s stationed in Charlestown and is known to collect
         shakedown payments from illegal establishments like Bobo’s. I rarely get over to Charlestown, myself. But as deputy superintendent,
         I’d be happy to take a more focused interest in your uncle’s establishment.” Thomas stubbed out his cigarette. “Would that
         please you, dear?”
      

      
      Emma held out her hand to Joe. “I need to powder.”

      
      Joe gave her tip money for the ladies’-room attendant and they watched her cross the restaurant. Joe wondered if she’d return
         to the table or grab her coat and just keep walking.
      

      
      His father removed his pocket watch from his vest and flicked it open. Snapped it closed just as quickly and returned it to
         its pocket. The watch was the old man’s most prized possession, an eighteen-karat Patek Philippe given to him over two decades
         ago by a grateful bank president.
      

      
      Joe asked him, “Was any of that necessary?”

      
      “I didn’t start the fight, Joseph, so don’t criticize how I finished it.” His father sat back in his chair and crossed one
         leg over the other. Some men wore their power as if it were a coat they couldn’t get to fit or to stop itching. Thomas Coughlin
         wore his like it had been tailored for him in London. He surveyed the room and nodded at a few people he knew before looking
         back at his son. “If I thought you were just making your way in the world on an unconventional path, do you think I’d take
         issue with it?”
      

      
      “Yes,” Joe said, “I do.”

      
      His father gave that a soft smile and a softer shrug. “I’ve been a police officer for thirty-seven years and I’ve learned
         one thing above all else.”
      

      
      “That crime never pays,” Joe said, “unless you do it at an institutional level.”

      
      Another soft smile and a small tip of the head. “No, Joseph. No. What I’ve learned is that violence procreates. And the children
         your violence produces will return to you as savage, mindless things. You won’t recognize them as yours, but they’ll recognize you. They’ll mark you as deserving of their punishment.”
      

      
      Joe had heard variations of this speech over the years. What his father failed to recognize—besides the fact that he was repeating
         himself—was that general theories need not apply to particular people. Not if the people—or person—in question was determined
         enough to make his own rules and smart enough to get everyone else to play by them.
      

      
      Joe was only twenty, but he already knew he was that type of person.

      
      But to humor the old man, if for no other reason, he asked, “And what exactly are these violent offspring punishing me for
         again?”
      

      
      “The carelessness of their reproduction.” His father leaned forward, elbows on the table, palms pressed together. “Joseph.”

      
      “Joe.”

      
      “Joseph, violence breeds violence. It’s an absolute.” He unclasped his hands and looked at his son. “What you put out into
         the world will always come back for you.”
      

      
      “Yeah, Dad, I read my catechism.”

      
      His father tipped his head in recognition as Emma came out of the powder room and crossed to the coat-check room. His eyes
         tracking her, he said to Joe, “But it never comes back in a way you can predict.”
      

      
      “I’m sure it doesn’t.”

      
      “You’re not sure of anything except your own certainty. Confidence you haven’t earned always has the brightest glow.” Thomas
         watched Emma hand her ticket to the coat-check girl. “She’s quite easy on the eyes.”
      

      
      Joe said nothing.

      
      “Outside of that, though,” his father said, “I fail to grasp what you see in her.”

      
      “Because she’s from Charlestown?”

      
      “Well, that doesn’t help,” his father said. “Her father was a pimp back in the old days and her uncle has killed at least
         two men that we know of. But I could overlook all that, Joseph, if she weren’t so …”
      

      
      
      “What?”

      
      “Dead inside.” His father consulted his watch again and barely suppressed the shudder of a yawn. “It’s late.”

      
      “She’s not dead inside,” Joe said. “Something in her is just sleeping.”

      
      “That something?” his father said as Emma returned with their coats. “It never wakes up again, son.”

      
      On the street, walking to his car, Joe said, “You couldn’t have been a little more …?”

      
      “What?”

      
      “Engaged in the conversation? Social?”

      
      “All the time we been together,” she said, “all you ever talk about is how much you hate that man.”

      
      “Is it all the time?”
      

      
      “Pretty much.”

      
      Joe shook his head. “And I’ve never said I hate my father.”

      
      “Then what have you said?”

      
      “That we don’t get along. We’ve never gotten along.”

      
      “And why’s that?”

      
      “Because we’re too fucking alike.”

      
      “Or because you hate him.”

      
      “I don’t hate him,” Joe said, knowing it, above all things, to be true.

      
      “Then maybe you should climb under his covers tonight.”

      
      “What?”

      
      “He sits there and looks at me like I’m trash? Asks about my family like he knows we’re no good all the way back to the Old
         Country? Calls me fucking dear?” She stood on the sidewalk shaking as the first snowflakes appeared from the black above them. The tears in her voice began
         to fall from her eyes. “We’re not people. We’re not respectable. We’re just the Goulds from Union Street. Charlestown trash.
         We tat the lace for your fucking curtains.”
      

      
      
      Joe held up his hands. “Where is this coming from?” He reached for her and she took a step back.

      
      “Don’t touch me.”

      
      “Okay.”

      
      “It comes from a lifetime, okay, of getting the high hat and the icy mitt from people like your father. People who, who, who
         … who confuse being lucky with being better. We’re not less than you. We’re not shit.”
      

      
      “I didn’t say you were.”

      
      “He did.”
      

      
      “No.”

      
      “I’m not shit,” she whispered, her mouth half open to the night, the snow mingling with the tears streaming down her face.

      
      He put his arms out and stepped in close. “May I?”

      
      She stepped into his embrace but kept her own arms by her sides. He held her to him and she wept into his chest and he told
         her repeatedly that she was not shit, she was not less than anyone, and he loved her, he loved her.
      

      
      Later, they lay in his bed while thick, wet snowflakes flung themselves at the window like moths.

      
      “That was weak,” she said.

      
      “What?”

      
      “On the street. I was weak.”

      
      “You weren’t weak. You were honest.”

      
      “I don’t cry in front of people.”

      
      “Well, you can with me.”

      
      “You said you loved me.”

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      “Do you?”

      
      He looked in her pale, pale eyes. “Yes.”

      
      After a minute she said, “I can’t say it back.”

      
      
      He told himself that wasn’t the same as saying she didn’t feel it.

      
      “Okay.”

      
      “Is it really okay? Because some guys need to hear it back.”

      
      Some guys? How many guys had told her they loved her before he came along?

      
      “I’m tougher than them,” he said and wished it were true.

      
      The window rattled in the dark February gusts and a foghorn bayed and down in Scollay Square several horns beeped in anger.

      
      “What do you want?” he asked her.

      
      She shrugged and bit a hangnail and stared across his body out the window.

      
      “For a lot of things to never have happened to me.”

      
      “What things?”

      
      She shook her head, drifting away from him now.

      
      “And sun,” she mumbled after a while, her lips sleep swollen. “Lots and lots of sun.”

   



      
      
      CHAPTER THREE

      
      Hickey’s Termite

      
      Tim Hickey once told Joe the smallest mistake sometimes casts the longest shadow. Joe wondered what Tim would have said about
         daydreaming behind the wheel of a getaway car while you were parked outside a bank. Maybe not daydreaming—fixating. On a woman’s
         back. More specifically, on Emma’s back. On the birthmark he’d seen there. Tim probably would have said, then again, sometimes
         it’s the biggest mistakes that cast the longest shadows, you moron.
      

      
      Another thing Tim was fond of saying was when a house falls down, the first termite to bite into it is just as much to blame
         as the last. Joe didn’t get that one—the first termite would be long fucking dead by the time the last termite got his teeth
         into the wood. Wouldn’t he? Every time Tim made the analogy, Joe resolved to look into termite life expectancy, but then he’d
         forget to do it until the next time Tim brought it up, usually when he was drunk and there was a lull in the conversation,
         and everyone at the table would get the same look on their faces: What is it with Tim and the fucking termites already?
      

      
      Tim Hickey got his hair cut once a week at Aslem’s on Charles Street. One Tuesday, some of those hairs ended up in his mouth when he was shot in the back of the head on his way to the
         barber’s chair. He lay on the checkerboard tile as the blood rolled past the tip of his nose and the shooter emerged from
         behind the coatrack, shaky and wide-eyed. The coatrack clattered to the tile and one of the barbers jumped in place. The shooter
         stepped over Tim Hickey’s corpse and gave the witnesses a hunched series of nods, as if embarrassed, and let himself out.
      

      
      When Joe heard, he was in bed with Emma. After he hung up the phone, Emma sat up in bed while he told her. She rolled a cigarette
         and looked at Joe while she licked the paper—she always looked at him when she licked the paper—and then she lit it. “Did
         he mean anything to you? Tim?”
      

      
      “I don’t know,” Joe said.

      
      “How don’t you know?”

      
      “It’s not one thing or the other, I guess.”

      
      Tim had found Joe and the Bartolo brothers when they were kids setting fire to newsstands. One morning they’d take money from
         the Globe to burn down one of the Standard’s stands. The next day they’d take a payoff from the American to torch the Globe’s. Tim hired them to burn down the 51 Café. They graduated to late-afternoon home rips in Beacon Hill, the back doors left
         unlocked by cleaning women or handymen on Tim’s payroll. When they worked a job Tim gave them, he set a flat price, but if
         they worked their own jobs, they paid Tim his tribute and took the lion’s share for themselves. In that regard, Tim had been
         a great boss.
      

      
      Joe had watched him strangle Harvey Boule, though. It had been over opium, a woman, or a German shorthaired pointer; to this
         day Joe had only heard rumors. But Harvey had walked into the casino and he and Tim got to talking and then Tim snapped the
         electric cord off one of the green banker’s lamps and wrapped it around Harvey’s neck. Harvey was a huge guy and he carried
         Tim around the casino floor for about a minute, all the whores running for cover, all of Hickey’s gun monkeys pointing their guns right at Harvey.
         Joe watched the realization dawn in Harvey Boule’s eyes—even if he got Tim to stop strangling him, Tim’s goons would empty
         four revolvers and one automatic into him. He dropped to his knees and soiled himself with a loud venting sound. He lay on
         his stomach, gasping, as Tim pressed his knee between his shoulder blades and wrapped the excess cord tight around one hand.
         He twisted and pulled back all the harder and Harvey kicked hard enough to knock off both shoes.
      

      
      Tim snapped his fingers. One of his gun monkeys handed him a pistol and Tim put it to Harvey’s ear. A whore said, “Oh, God,”
         but just as Tim went to pull the trigger, Harvey’s eyes turned hopeless and confused, and he moaned his final breath into
         the imitation Oriental. Tim sat back on Harvey’s spine and handed the gun back to his goon. He peered at the profile of the
         man he’d killed.
      

      
      Joe had never seen anyone die before. Less than two minutes before, Harvey had asked the girl who brought him his martini
         to get him the score of the Sox game. Tipped her good too. Checked his watch and slipped it back into his vest. Took a sip
         of his martini. Less than two minutes before, and now he was fucking gone? To where? No one knew. To God, to the devil, to purgatory, or worse, maybe to nowhere. Tim stood and smoothed his snow-white
         hair and pointed in a vague way at the casino manager. “Freshen everyone’s drinks. On Harvey.”
      

      
      A couple of people laughed nervously but most everyone else looked sick.

      
      That wasn’t the only person Tim had killed or ordered killed in the last four years, but it had been the one Joe witnessed.

      
      And now Tim himself. Gone. Not coming back. As if he’d never been.

      
      “You ever see anyone killed?” Joe asked Emma.

      
      She looked back at him steadily for a bit, smoking the cigarette, chewing a hangnail. “Yeah.”

      
      “Where do you think they go?”

      
      
      “The funeral home.”

      
      He stared at her until she smiled that tiny smile of hers, her curls dangling in front of her eyes.

      
      “I think they go nowhere,” she said.

      
      “I’m starting to think that too,” Joe said. He sat up and gave her a hard kiss and she returned it just as hard. Her ankles
         crossed at his back. She ran her hand through his hair and he looked into her, feeling if he stopped looking at her, he’d
         miss something, something important that would happen in her face, something he’d never forget.
      

      
      “What if there is no After? And this”—she ground herself down on him—“is all we get?”
      

      
      “I love this,” he said.

      
      She laughed. “I love this too.”

      
      “In general? Or with me?”

      
      She put her cigarette out. She took his face in her hands when she kissed him. She rocked back and forth. “With you.”

      
      But he wasn’t the only one she did this with, was he?

      
      There was still Albert. Still Albert.

      
      A couple days later, in the billiards room off the casino, Joe was shooting pool alone when Albert White walked in with the
         confidence of someone who expected an obstacle to be removed before he reached it. Walking in beside him was his chief gun
         monkey, Brenny Loomis, Loomis looking right at Joe like he’d looked at him from the floor of the gaming room.
      

      
      Joe’s heart folded itself around the blade of a knife. And stopped.

      
      Albert White said, “You must be Joe.”

      
      Joe willed himself to move. He met Albert’s outstretched hand. “Joe Coughlin, yeah. Nice to meet you.”

      
      “Good to put a face to a name, Joe.” Albert pumped his hand like the pumping would get water to a fire.

      
      “Yes, sir.”

      
      
      “This is Brendan Loomis,” Albert said, “a friend of mine.”

      
      Joe shook Loomis’s hand, and it was like putting his hand between two cars as they backed into each other. Loomis cocked his
         head and his small brown eyes roamed over Joe’s face. When Joe got the hand back, he had to resist the urge to wring it. Loomis,
         meanwhile, wiped his own hand with a silk handkerchief, his face a rock. His eyes left Joe and looked around the room like
         he had plans for it. He was good with a gun, they said, and great with a knife, but most of his victims he just beat to death.
      

      
      Albert said, “I’ve seen you before, right?”

      
      Joe searched his face for signs of mirth. “I don’t think so.”

      
      “No, I have. Bren’, you seen this guy before?”

      
      Brenny Loomis picked up the nine ball and examined it. “No.”

      
      Joe felt a relief so overpowering he worried he might lose control of his bladder.

      
      “The Shoelace.” Albert snapped his fingers. “You’re in there sometimes, aren’t you?”

      
      “I am,” Joe said.

      
      “That’s it, that’s it.” Albert clapped Joe on the shoulder. “I run this house now. You know what that means?”

      
      “I don’t.”

      
      “Means I need you to pack up the room where you’ve been living.” He raised an index finger. “But I don’t want you to feel
         like I’m putting you on the street.”
      

      
      “Okay.”

      
      “It’s just this is a swell joint. We have a lot of ideas for it.”

      
      “Absolutely.”

      
      Albert put a hand on Joe’s arm just above the elbow. His wedding band flashed under the light. It was silver. Celtic snake
         patterns were etched into it. A couple of diamonds too, small ones.
      

      
      “You think about what kind of earner you want to be. Okay? Just think about it. Take some time. But know this—you can’t work
         on your own. Not in this town. Not anymore.”
      

      
      
      Joe turned his gaze away from the wedding band and the hand on his arm, looked Albert White in his friendly eyes. “I have
         no desire to work on my own, sir. I paid tribute to Tim Hickey, rain or shine.”
      

      
      Albert White got a look like he didn’t like hearing Tim Hickey’s name uttered in the place he now owned. He patted Joe’s arm.
         “I know you did. I know you did good work too. Top-notch. But we don’t do business with outsiders. And an independent contractor?
         That’s an outsider. We’re building a great team, Joe. I promise you—an amazing team.” He poured himself a drink from Tim’s decanter, didn’t offer anyone else one. He carried it over to the pool table
         and hoisted himself up on the rail, looked at Joe. “Let me just say one thing plain—you’re too smart for the stuff you’ve
         been pulling. You’re nickel-and-diming with two dumb guineas—hey, they’re great friends, I’m sure, but they’re stupid and
         they’re wops and they’ll be dead before they’re thirty. You? You can keep on the path you’re on. No commitments, but no friends.
         A house, but no home.” He slid off the pool table. “If you don’t want a home, that’s fine. I promise. But you can’t operate
         anywhere in the city limits. You want to carve something out on the South Shore, go ahead. Try the North Shore, if the Italians
         let you live once they hear about you. But the city?” He pointed at the floor. “That’s organized now, Joe. No tributes, just
         employees. And employers. Is there any part of this I’ve been unclear on?”
      

      
      “No.”

      
      “Vague about?”

      
      “No, Mr. White.”

      
      Albert White crossed his arms and nodded, looked at his shoes. “You got anything lined up? Any jobs I should know about?”

      
      Joe had spent the last of Tim Hickey’s money to pay the guy who’d given him the info he needed for the Pittsfield job.

      
      “No,” Joe said. “Nothing lined up.”

      
      “You need money?”

      
      “Mr. White, sir?”

      
      “Money.” Albert reached into his pocket with a hand that had run over Emma’s pubic bone. Gripped her hair. He peeled two ten
         spots off his wad and slapped them into Joe’s palm. “I don’t want you thinking on an empty stomach.”
      

      
      “Thanks.”

      
      Albert patted Joe’s cheek with that same hand. “I hope this ends well.”

      
      “We could leave,” Emma said.

      
      “Leave?” he said. “Like together?”

      
      They were in her bedroom in the middle of the day, the only time her house was empty of the three sisters and the three brothers
         and the bitter mother and angry father.
      

      
      “We could leave,” she said again, as if she didn’t believe it herself.

      
      “And go where? Live on what? And do you mean together?”

      
      She didn’t say anything. Twice he’d asked the question, twice she’d ignored it.

      
      “I don’t know much about honest work,” he said.

      
      “Who said it needs to be honest?”

      
      He looked around the grim room she shared with two sisters. The wallpaper had come off the horsehair plaster by the window
         and two of the panes were cracked. They could see their breath in here.
      

      
      “We’d have to go pretty far,” he said. “New York’s a closed town. Philly too. Detroit, forget about it. Chicago, KC, Milwaukee—all
         shut to a guy like me unless I want to join a mob as low man on the totem.”
      

      
      “So we go west, as the man said. Or down south.” She nuzzled her nose into the side of his neck and took a deep breath, a
         softness seeming to grow in her. “We’ll need stake money.”
      

      
      “We got this job lined up for Saturday. You free Saturday?”

      
      “To leave?”

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      “I’ve got to see You Know Who Saturday night.”

      
      “Fuck him.”

      
      “Well, yeah,” she said, “that’s the general plan.”

      
      “No, I mean—”

      
      
      “I know what you mean.”

      
      “He’s a bad fucking guy,” Joe said, his eyes on her back, on that birthmark the color of wet sand.

      
      She looked at him with a mild disappointment that was all the more dismissive for being so mild. “No, he’s not.”

      
      “You stick up for him?”

      
      “I’ll tell you he’s not a bad guy. He’s not my guy. He’s not someone I love or admire or anything. But he’s not bad. Don’t always try to make things so simple.”
      

      
      “He killed Tim. Or ordered him killed.”

      
      “And Tim, he, what, he made his living handing out turkeys to orphans?”

      
      “No, but—”

      
      “But what? No one’s good, no one’s bad. Everyone’s just trying to make their way.” She lit a cigarette and shook the match
         until it was black and smoldering. “Stop fucking judging everyone.”
      

      
      He couldn’t stop looking at her birthmark, getting lost in its sand, swirling with it. “You’re still going to see him.”

      
      “Don’t start. If we’re truly leaving town, then—”

      
      “We’re leaving town.” Joe would leave the country if it meant no man ever touched her again.

      
      “Where?”

      
      “Biloxi,” he said, realizing as he said it that it actually wasn’t a bad idea. “Tim had a lot of friends there. Guys I met.
         Rum guys. Albert gets his supply from Canada. He’s a whiskey guy. So if we get to the Gulf Coast—Biloxi, Mobile, maybe even
         New Orleans, if we buy off the right people—we might be okay. That’s rum country.”
      

      
      She thought about it a bit, that birthmark rippling every time she stretched up the bed to tap ash off her cigarette. “I’m
         supposed to see him for that new hotel opening. The one on Providence Street?”
      

      
      “The Statler?”

      
      She nodded. “Supposed to have radios in every room. Marble from Italy.”

      
      “And?”

      
      
      “And if I go to that, he’ll be with his wife. He just wants me there ’cuz, I dunno, ’cuz it excites him to see me when his
         wife’s on his arm. And after that, I know for a fact he’s going to Detroit for a few days to talk to new suppliers.”
      

      
      “So?”

      
      “So, it’ll buy us all the time we need. By the time he comes looking for me again, we’ll have a three- or four-day head start.”

      
      Joe thought it through. “Not bad.”

      
      “I know,” she said with another smile. “You think you can clean yourself up, get over to the Statler Saturday? Say, about
         seven?”
      

      
      “Absolutely.”

      
      “Then we’re gone,” she said and looked over her shoulder at him. “But no more talk about Albert being a bad guy. My brother’s
         got a job ’cuz of him. Last winter, he bought my mother a coat.”
      

      
      “Well, then.”

      
      “I don’t want to fight.”

      
      Joe didn’t want to fight either. Every time they did, he lost, found himself apologizing for things he hadn’t even done, hadn’t
         even thought of doing, found himself apologizing for not doing them, for not thinking of doing them. It hurt his fucking head.
      

      
      He kissed her shoulder. “So we won’t fight.”

      
      She gave him a flutter of eyelashes. “Hooray.”

      
      Leaving the First National job in Pittsfield, Dion and Paolo had just jumped in the car when Joe backed into the lamppost
         because he’d been thinking about the birthmark. The wet sand color of it and the way it moved between her shoulder blades
         when she looked back at him and told him she might love him, how it did the same thing when she said Albert White wasn’t such
         a bad guy. A fucking peach actually was ol’ Albert. Friend of the common man, buy your mother a winter coat as long as you
         used your body to keep him warm. The birthmark was the shape of a butterfly but jagged and sharp around the edges, Joe thinking that might sum up Emma
         too, and then telling himself forget it, they were leaving town tonight, all their problems solved. She loved him. Wasn’t that the point? Everything else was heading
         for the rearview mirror. Whatever Emma Gould had, he wanted it for breakfast, lunch, dinner, and snacks. He wanted it for
         the rest of his life—the freckles along her collarbone and the bridge of her nose, the hum that left her throat after she’d
         finished laughing, the way she turned “four” into a two-syllable word.
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