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ONE



The boat was moored out near the middle of the river, a few miles north of the town of Athens, at a point where the stream swept around a wide bend, the channel flowing southeastward for a half mile or so before swinging back to the south. They had anchored just before dark, having made a hundred and twenty miles that day.


Parson had been watching the sonar for the last hour and when they came to a drop-off that read sixty-one feet, he cut the engines and lowered the anchors, fore and aft. The sun was fading fast, slipping down into the pine forest to the west, and the light that remained filtered through the tree line, casting the surface of the water in orange and red hues. The banks on both sides of the river were largely deserted along that stretch. There were a couple of ramshackle cabins visible on the east shore, and a farmhouse on a hill set farther back. A herd of Holsteins grazed on the slope beside the house, the white on their hides also colored an odd hue of orange by the descending sun.


A man in an aluminum boat was trolling along the western bank, moving south with the current. The man wore a fedora and was smoking a pipe. He had one hand on the tiller and when Parson waved to him, he lifted the pipe briefly above his head in reply. He continued downriver, the outboard putt-putting quietly across the heavy night air, and soon disappeared around the bend.


Parson fired the barbecue and cooked steaks that they’d bought earlier that day while fueling up at a marina in Peekskill. The woman had been reading in the cabin all afternoon, some novel she’d picked up in Charleston when they’d stopped there for a day on their way north. The book was about a slave woman who’d escaped from her owner in the middle of the Civil War and made her way north to Boston. Parson knew what the book was about because she kept telling him about it, insisting that he should read it when she was finished. She told him that she thought it would resonate with him, even more than it had with her. She’d actually used the word resonate. Parson didn’t much care about his history, how his ancestors had gotten from wherever they had been to where he was now. It didn’t matter to him, and even if it did it wouldn’t make any difference, not to somebody living in the present. In all probability his ancestors had been slaves, but what did that have to do with him? Besides, Parson didn’t read much, and when he did, he didn’t read fiction. What did he care about some story some writer made up?


She came up from the cabin while the steaks were sizzling, smoking a joint and carrying a bottle of Chardonnay she’d just opened. She handed the joint to Parson and poured wine for both of them before sitting down on the padded bench on the rear deck of the Chris-Craft. She wore a bikini top and a bloodred sarong, her blond hair tucked beneath a cotton baseball cap. She was deeply tanned, both from the trip and the two weeks earlier in the Bahamas.


She’d made a salad earlier and they ate that and the steaks, sitting at the pull-out table on the deck, finishing in near darkness. It was very quiet on the river; from time to time they would hear a gull, and once a pair of mallards flew directly overheard, quacking in that anxious manner that ducks seemed to possess. They finished the wine with the meal and afterward she took the dishes down to the galley to wash them.


They had been on the water since seven that morning and at ten o’clock she announced she was going to bed. Parson followed shortly after, first checking the bilge pump and the marker lights. He would have preferred to leave the lights off, but then they would run the risk of a tugboat or trawler ramming them in the dark. The sky was clouding over as he went below, huge puffy clouds pushing in from the west, floating in front of the rising moon like ships at sea.


When he woke, it was five minutes to two. The wind was up and the boat was riding the waves, the bow making soft slapping noises on the water. Parson wondered if that was what had awakened him. He lay there quietly for a time. Beside him, the woman was sound asleep, naked beneath the cotton sheets. Faint light showed through the window beside her. Parson could see the panther inked on her shoulder, and it looked as if the cat too was asleep, its head resting on her upper arm, its body tucked into the covers below.


After a while he rose, pulled on his pants, and went up top. The moon was still visible, but smudged now beneath gray cloud cover. Looking at the outline of the riverbank to the east, it seemed to Parson that they had drifted with the current. He checked the sonar; it still read sixty-one feet so it must have been his imagination. The anchor ropes were tight and secure.


He walked to the side of the boat to take a leak before going back below and that’s when he heard the sound. It was very faint, a soft splash on the surface like someone skipping a stone, and he thought at first it might have been a fish jumping. Then the clouds shifted and the moon shone through for a few moments. There was a boat maybe two hundred yards away, coming silently toward him, as if adrift.


But it wasn’t adrift. There were men in the boat, and the noise he’d heard was an oar hitting the water.


Parson made for the bench at the rear of the Chris-Craft, pulled the cushions from it, and opened the lid. Inside there was a false bottom of stained plywood. He pulled it out and tossed it aside. The stainless steel cylinder was underneath, wrapped in blankets to keep it from rolling around. Parson grabbed one of the handles and, heaving the heavy cylinder out of the hiding place, dragged it to the transom and threw it overboard.


He turned back and once again caught a glimpse of the approaching boat before the cloud cover returned, this time obscuring the moon completely. Parson walked quickly to the bow and dove into the cold water. He stayed beneath the surface as long as his breath would allow, came up for air, and went under again. When he was certain he couldn’t be seen from the boat, he settled into a breast stroke and swam for shore.


He could hear voices behind him, floating across the water. Excited voices, shouting, cursing. Looking back, he saw lights on the Chris-Craft, and on the smaller boat now tied to the big vessel.


The last thing he heard was the woman calling his name.





TWO



Seven years later—




On Friday afternoon, Virgil delivered a couple of yearling steers to the abattoir outside of Saugerties and on the way home he stopped at Slim’s Roadhouse for a pitcher of beer and an order of chicken wings. It had been sweltering the past few days and the stockyard at the slaughterhouse was like an oven; the place was in a hollow where there was no breeze at all, just a couple dozen steers standing in the steaming lot, the manure almost liquid in the air, flies hovering by the thousands. Virgil had released his steers into the lot and headed for town.


He was at a table near the front windows, working on the beer while he waited for his order, when Mudcat McClusky came through the kitchen and into the bar carrying a large Styrofoam cooler, which he propped on the counter and opened to reveal a half dozen striped bass inside. The fish were still alive, flopping in the tepid water, gasping for breath. They were of a nice size for eating, five- and six-pounders, the colors bright, eyes clear. Mudcat said he caught them out in the Hudson, off Kimball’s Point, a village just north of Athens. If there were two truths to be known about Mudcat, one was that he was as lazy as a pet coon and the other was that he was full of shit. Nobody in the bar believed that he’d caught the fish now on display in the Styrofoam cooler. He may have bought them from whoever did catch them (unlikely, as Mudcat was both cheap and chronically broke), or he may have stolen them out of somebody’s boat, or he may even have just borrowed the fish for half an hour for the sole purpose of bringing them into the bar to brag. The latter scenario grew more plausible; when the cook from Slim’s came out of the kitchen, sharpening a filleting knife, Mudcat quickly put the top on the cooler and headed out the front door.


It didn’t matter to Virgil whether it was Mudcat or somebody else who caught the stripers. The fact remained that somebody had caught them and by the time Virgil finished his beer and his wings, he’d decided he would play hooky the next day and head out to try his own luck. He hadn’t been out in his boat much since earlier in the spring, when the striped bass began their run, despite promising himself he would use it regularly. But by April the new calves were coming, and May was planting time and most of June was spent haying. Now it was nearly July and his wheat was just about ready for harvest, but according to Mudcat McClusky, the stripers were biting again off Kimball’s Point. Virgil could use a day off.


He usually launched at Brownie’s Marina, in a cove just north of the town. The place was a local hangout, he’d discovered. There was the boat dock, and the marina, which sold bait and angling gear and a few things like soda and chips and sandwiches. Adjacent to the marina parking lot was a roadhouse called Scallywags, the standard dockside venue, a beer and wings joint that sold better than average food and had two pool tables in the back. Virgil usually stopped in at Scallywags for a cold draft or two after he’d been out on the boat. He got to know some of the locals, including Mudcat McClusky, and occasionally he played some eight ball with them.


The “Brownie” who owned the marina was a fat slug named Gordon Brown. Virgil learned that he’d been a cop in Albany for thirty years, a sergeant for the last ten, before cashing in his pension and buying the marina. Virgil knew Brownie as well as he wanted to. The man was a barely functioning drunk and a gossip who appeared friendly on the surface until it became obvious that he didn’t have a good word to say about anybody who wasn’t within earshot. Virgil had never been a fan of cops in general—the luscious Claire Marchand notwithstanding—and he had no trouble disliking Brownie at first sight.


The next morning he was up before the sun. He’d over-watered the stock the night before, and he threw the horses some feed and had a quick look at the cattle in the back pasture before heading out. He reached the marina at dawn. It was warm already; the temperature had been routinely hitting the midnineties every day and today would be no exception. There was a cash box by the launch for anyone docking a boat before the tackle shop itself opened. It operated on the honor system and Virgil used it whenever the shop was closed, and even when the shop was open. It was quicker to slip a fin in the box, and it saved him from feigning small talk with Brownie, or Mudcat, who sometimes ran the shop when Brownie was gone for the day or was too hungover to open.


Virgil launched the cedar strip and tied it off to the dock while he parked the truck and trailer in the large paved lot between the marina and Scallywags. By the time he fired the old Johnson up and chugged away from the dock, heading for the channel, there were three other boats in the lot, lined up and waiting to launch.


Virgil idled out past the pier, watching an elderly Vietnamese man casting off the rocks with a silver spinner, reeling in slowly. When the man nodded to Virgil, he nodded back and then, past the pier, pulled down the peak of his Mud Hens cap, opened up the outboard and aimed the bow of the boat into the current, the front of the cedar strip rearing up in the water for a hundred yards or so before planing out. The wind was slight, but it was out of the east and Virgil angled straight into it, thinking that the fishing was likely to be poor. Anybody who fished knew that the fish didn’t bite much when the wind was from the east. It was one of those things that people knew to be true, even if nobody seemed to know why.


To Virgil, it didn’t matter all that much if the fish were biting or not. He’d be more than happy to take home a couple of stripers for his supper, but if he didn’t there was good beef in the freezer and potatoes in the root cellar. He’d eat well that night either way. He liked being on the river, alone in the sixty-year-old boat. As a rule he drifted with the current, rather than trolling, because he enjoyed the quiet of that, the only sound the soft slap of the waves against the cedar hull of the boat.


The last time he’d had the boat out on the river, Claire Marchand had been with him. The stripers were finished with their spring run, and they were really just out for a cruise, although they did stop and cast for pike in a weed bed for half an hour. But mostly they’d just idled down the river toward Rondout Creek, where they had docked for a couple of hours and had lunch in Kingston before heading back north. It was a warm May afternoon. Virgil had finished planting just a couple of days earlier, and they talked about that. After a while the conversation shifted to a case Claire had been working on, a kidnapping of a ten-year-old girl from a schoolyard in Troy, which had, untypically, turned out well when the girl’s stepfather was arrested and the girl recovered unharmed. After the talk of the farm, and of Claire’s job, was finished, Claire broached the subject of Virgil himself. Specifically she wanted to know why Virgil couldn’t give more of himself up, why he was so unavailable on certain emotional levels. Virgil thought about it for a while and then replied that he couldn’t answer that question, and if he could, then probably Claire wouldn’t have needed to ask it.


The rest of the trip had been pretty quiet. Virgil felt as if he’d disappointed her somehow but wasn’t at all sure what to do about it. They didn’t see each other much over the next couple of weeks and then Claire flew to London for some security conference, and then on to France to visit some long-lost relatives. She was still there. She had called a couple of nights earlier to say that she was having a fine time, learning about her roots. Virgil had a feeling that her newly discovered kinfolk were not emotionally unavailable.


Virgil was alone again, and he didn’t mind it, as much as he genuinely enjoyed time spent with Claire. Still, he was more comfortable than most people with solitude, he suspected. For one thing, a man was less likely to find trouble when he was on his own. Since he was a kid, he had possessed a propensity for getting into trouble, some of it of his own accord and some of it purely by accident. Just last year, for instance, he’d been arrested for murder, escaped jail, fell under suspicion for a second murder, and was finally shot in the earlobe by the woman responsible for both. If that couldn’t be categorized as a propensity for getting into trouble, Virgil didn’t know what could.


But a man couldn’t find trouble out on the Hudson River, all alone with his thoughts and his fishing pole and a half dozen cold beers in an ancient Pepsi cooler. After all, what could possibly happen this far from everything?


 * * *


By noon, Virgil had given up on the stripers and was anchored in the main channel straight out from Kimball’s Point, using a walleye rig baited with minnows. He had no luck with the walleye but he did catch a half dozen good-size perch, as well as a sheepshead that had to weigh fifteen pounds or more. He kept the perch for his supper and released the sheepshead. It was shortly after one o’clock when he reeled in his line and stepped to the bow to pull up the anchor.


But the anchor didn’t come. It was stuck fast to something on the bottom, trapped in some rocks, he assumed. He jerked the rope quickly back and forth, hoping the action might dislodge the anchor, and pulled on it again. When it didn’t yield, he started the boat and maneuvered it around for a better angle. Still it wouldn’t budge.


Virgil sat down on the bench seat, the rope in his hands. The anchor was new, a galvanized triple hook that had cost him twenty-eight bucks. He bought it from Brownie his first time at the marina, before he realized he wanted nothing to do with the ex-cop. He didn’t feel like cutting the line and leaving the anchor on the bottom.


So he took the rope in hand again and pulled, this time propping his heels against the transom and putting his back into it. And the anchor moved. Not much more than an inch or so, but it moved. Which probably meant that whatever it was caught on would be coming up with the anchor. It took Virgil ten minutes, alternately pulling and resting, then pulling again, the rope burning the spar varnish from the top edge of the transom, to bring it to the surface, and when he did he was finally able to see what he had hooked. But seeing it and knowing what it was were two different things.


It took an effort to pull the thing over the gunwale and into the boat, where he carefully rolled it onto the slats of the floor. It was a cylinder, seaweed covered and green, about four feet long and maybe sixteen inches in diameter. It had steel loops welded to it, one on each side, like handles, and was completely sealed; there was no cap, no valve, nothing that would allow access to the contents. Virgil scrubbed away some of the grime with his hand and saw that the metal was gray underneath and, as it wasn’t rusted, he assumed it was made of either aluminum or, more likely—given the weight of the thing—stainless steel. The cylinder weighed probably a hundred and fifty pounds.


When Virgil got back to the launch at the marina, he had no intention of telling anyone about what he’d found attached to his anchor. Those intentions didn’t matter one way or the other, though, with Mudcat McClusky standing on the pier, waiting for him to dock. Mudcat spent most days hanging around the tackle shop, playing gofer to Brownie, and every time a fisherman came in off the river, he hurried down to the launch to see what they’d caught. By the time Virgil had the cedar strip winched onto the trailer behind his pickup truck, Mudcat had spread the word and there were half a dozen people standing around, looking at the cylinder. Nobody had a ready opinion as to what exactly the thing was, except for Mudcat, who was an expert on nearly everything, although this expertise was somewhat tempered by the fact that he was basically an imbecile.


“Gas cylinder,” he said, his foot up on the tongue of the trailer, his tone somewhat proprietary, due to the fact he’d been the first to spot the thing in Virgil’s boat. “Nitrogen is my guess.”


Wally Dunlop, who was standing nearby, shook his head at the pronouncement, looking at Mudcat as he always looked at him, with a mixture of pity and contempt. Virgil got out of the truck and walked back to the trailer; he really didn’t care to be the center of attention, or to get involved with Mudcat’s speculations, but he needed to tie the boat down.


“There’s no valve,” he said. “It’s not a gas cylinder.”


“It’s got no valve, you fucking dummy,” echoed Wally to Mudcat. “How you gonna get the gas out?’


“Who you calling a dummy?” Mudcat demanded.


The discussion continued on the dock as Virgil secured the cedar strip and drove the truck and trailer to the back of the lot and parked it. Walking past the boat, he glanced first at the cylinder and then toward the gang of curious onlookers by the launch. He went back and removed the padlock and safety chain from the trailer hitch and used it to secure the cylinder to a steel cleat on the boat.


He headed into Scallywags for some lunch, and most of the bunch that had assembled on the dock followed. Mudcat walked back to the tackle shop; as Virgil crossed the lot toward the roadhouse, he could see him inside, talking animatedly to Brownie, presumably spilling all he knew about the mysterious cylinder. Which was nothing, but that wouldn’t stop Mudcat from telling it.


Inside the roadhouse, Virgil had a draft beer and ordered a burger with fries, which he ate at the bar. The talk centered around the cylinder. Mudcat soon wandered in, not wanting to miss out on the discussion.


“What’re you going to do with it?” Wally asked.


“Cut it open, I guess,” Virgil said. “Must be something in there. Thing weighs a ton.”


“What if it’s radioactive?”


Virgil smiled. “Maybe it’s kryptonite. I could sell it to Lex Luthor.”


“He’s not a real person,” Mudcat scoffed. He shook his head. “Thing’s probably empty anyway.”


“Like your head?” Wally suggested.


“Fuck you,” Mudcat said, his standard reply whenever he found himself out of his depth, which was quite frequently.


After a while, the conversation regarding what was in the cylinder faded, mainly due to the fact that nobody had the slightest notion what it might be. After Virgil finished his lunch, Wally challenged him to a game of eight ball and he accepted. They shot three games for a buck apiece, splitting the first two with Wally winning the rubber. Virgil tossed the dollar on the felt and went to the bar to pay his bill.


“Who the hell is that?” he heard Wally say.


Virgil turned to see Wally staring out the plate glass window to the parking lot, where a man in a brown suit was in the process of hooking Virgil’s trailer and boat to the back of a dark blue SUV.


By the time Virgil went down the steps and crossed the parking lot, the hitch was already in place. The man doing the hitching was maybe fifty, overweight, and the combination of the oppressive heat and the act of lifting the trailer tongue from Virgil’s truck and transferring it to the SUV had left him panting for breath. He had dark hair, plastered to his forehead, and pale, pockmarked skin. He wore a shirt and tie with his brown suit, the tie loosened, the white shirt stained with something, possibly coffee. Virgil would wager his best breed cow that the man was a cop.


“What are you doing?” Virgil asked.


The man reached into his jacket pocket and produced a gold detective’s shield. “Albany police. I’m confiscating this boat.”


“For what?”


“Involvement in illegal activities.”


“That’s a load of shit,” Virgil said. “You got a warrant?”


“You think you’re on TV?” the man demanded. He pulled a black handgun from inside his jacket and held the barrel a foot from Virgil’s nose. “Here’s your fucking warrant, big mouth.”


Virgil stepped back. “Take it easy. You don’t have to take my boat.”


“You don’t tell me what to do,” the man said. “You’re lucky I don’t lock you up. This is racketeering, trafficking, conspiracy. Smart thing for you to do right now is shut your fucking mouth. We’ll be in touch.”


He walked around and opened the door to the SUV, the gun still in his hand.


“What about my boat?” Virgil asked.


“I said we’ll be in touch.” The man got into the car and drove off. Wally, who had tagged along when Virgil left the roadhouse, stepped forward as Virgil watched his boat disappear down the highway.


“He didn’t ask nothin’. He didn’t even ask your name.” He paused a moment. “Something not right here.”


“No shit,” Virgil said.





THREE



Dusty didn’t even bother with an alarm anymore. By six o’clock the neighborhood of Arbor Hill was so noisy—with garbage trucks in the street, the city buses running, impatient carpoolers honking their horns, and neighbors arguing about who came home late last night or who didn’t come home at all—that it was impossible to sleep late.


Usually she remained in bed until six thirty or so, taking that time to plan her day—do a mental shopping list, decide which bills needed paying now and which could be put off until payday, think about what Travis needed for clothes, shoes, or anything else.


Getting up, she would knock on his door as she made her way to the bathroom and give it another rap as she went down the narrow hallway to the kitchen, where she would start the coffee and make lunches for both herself and Travis while she waited for it to brew.


This morning she was distracted by the presence outside of a camera crew from the CITY NOW news channel. Looking down from her third-story window, Dusty could see a blond reporter standing in front of the walk-up down the block, her back to the building, as she faced a man with a heavy camera propped on his shoulder. After a moment, it occurred to Dusty that it would be a live broadcast and she turned on her TV to hear what the woman was saying. Apparently there had been a drug bust somewhere in the building during the night; two men had been arrested and taken away hours ago and CITY NOW was showing its viewers where the bust went down, as the woman phrased it. Dusty flicked the set off as the pretty blonde was attempting in vain to pronounce the word methamphetamine.


She poured coffee and walked down the hallway.


“Travis!” she said. “Move it, dude.”


He wandered into the kitchen a few minutes later, dragging his backpack in one hand. Dusty poured cereal for him and had two slices of toast with honey for herself. She really didn’t care for breakfast, but since starting work for Murphy Construction she’d dropped a couple of pounds. Her jeans fit a little looser, she knew. But then she always had trouble keeping on weight. Even in the joint, with physical activity at a minimum, she hadn’t gained a pound. Maybe being pissed off was a calorie burner.


They were out the door at a quarter past seven, at which time the TV crew and reporter, apparently having exhausted all the ways to take moving pictures of an inert building, were packing up.


Dusty’s truck was parked on the side street behind the apartment building. They walked around the corner, Travis with his knapsack on his back and Dusty carrying her nail gun and carpenter’s apron in one hand, her lunch in the other. Her truck was an old F150, with over 300,000 showing on the odometer, a half-ton she’d bought a couple of years ago from a roofer she met on a job and had dated a few times. He had been enamored enough of her to sell her the pickup for a thousand bucks. The relationship didn’t last more than a month; the truck, on the other hand, had staying power. Besides brakes and regular oil changes, she’d had no maintenance problems with it, although sometimes it wouldn’t turn over and she had to pop the hood and cross the solenoid with a screwdriver she kept wedged between the battery and the inner fender for that purpose.


This morning was one of those times. Getting out of the truck after the key failed to start it, she told Travis to slide over behind the wheel and pump the gas pedal a couple of times once she had it turning over. For Dusty, the truck not starting was a pain in the ass, but for a six-year-old, running the gas pedal was a minor adventure. She glanced at him through the windshield as she opened the hood. He was quite serious in his task, tongue clenched between his teeth, his dark brown eyes fixed on the accelerator, ready for his moment to swing into action. The instant that Dusty crossed the solenoid, he pumped the pedal and the engine started right off. He smiled at her as she got back into the truck, as he always did, a look of shared accomplishment.


They drove north on Clinton, the early traffic still light. On the street the shopkeepers were putting their trash out and the homeless were a step behind them, looking for whatever treasures they might find in the refuse. Travis watched out the window while idly playing with an Iron Man action figure in his lap. Dusty had to wonder at the scene on the street, how it appeared through his eyes.


“Iron Man can fly,” he said after a while.


“I know.” Dusty turned left on Lark Avenue, hitting the gas to make it through a yellow light.


“He’s got jet propellers.”


“He does.” They were nearing the day camp now and Dusty was looking for a place to park.


“Superman can fly all by himself,” Travis said.


“That’s why he’s Superman.”


Travis nodded and looked up through the windshield, toward the sky above the buildings, as if he might catch a glimpse of the Man of Steel soaring past at that very moment.


“Yup. That’s why he’s Superman.”


 * * *


The subdivision was on the northern edge of the town of Rensselaer and, after dropping Travis off, Dusty headed back south and took the Dunn Memorial Bridge across the Hudson River. Aside from the usual jam-up at the ramp for 787, traffic was still reasonable for the hour, and she arrived on site well before eight. It was a new project; Monday had been her first day there, and there were nearly a hundred houses to go up, along with some commercial space for minimarts and dry cleaners and whatever else might find a home in a spanking new development. Dusty parked in the mud lot across the road, beside the work trailer that sat beneath the huge Murphy Construction sign overlooking the subdivision. The job foreman was in the trailer, drinking coffee, sitting at a table that must have been twelve feet long, its surface covered with blueprints, tools, hard hats, gloves, and a lot of discarded takeout coffee cups. Dusty stepped inside the doorway.


“Anything I need to know?”


It seemed as if it took him a moment to place her. There were a lot of workers on the project—plumbers, electricians, bricklayers.


“You’re framing the town houses in the cul-de-sac?”


“Yeah.”


“You’re good to go. Put your hard hat on.”


She picked up a copy of the prints and spent the morning laying out the interior walls of the town houses. They were framing with wood, two-by-fours and two-by-sixes. A lot of the builders were using steel studs now but David Murphy was a traditional type. He’d grown up in the trade—his father was a carpenter who had built barns on the prairie before moving east during the Second World War—and he stayed with the tried and true, even though it was more expensive to use wood. Dusty preferred it, too.


Shortly before noon she was nailing in lintels above the bedroom doors when Nick Santiago came on the site, noisily, puffing on his cigar, his leather coat out of place amid the dust and dirt. He pulled some blueprints from an oversize leather case and spread them out over Dusty’s own set, which she had laid out on a makeshift worktable, a half sheet of plywood across two sawhorses. It was all an act on Santiago’s part, as he never looked at the prints afterward. They were probably the same prints Dusty was using anyway. He removed his fedora and slapped it on the table as well, then took a couple of puffs on his stogie as he stood, spread-legged, his thumbs in his belt, casting a critical eye at the work being done. Dusty gave him a look of amused dismissal, knowing him to be a major league poser. The temperature would reach ninety by ten o’clock and Santiago shows up in a leather coat and fedora. What was he, a Bedouin?


“Looking good, people,” Santiago said.


There were a couple of tradesmen in the adjoining unit and presumably they, along with Dusty, were among the architect’s “people.” Like Dusty, they didn’t pay him any mind. Santiago stood savoring the fat cigar for a moment longer, as if waiting for somebody to react to his presence. When nobody did, he started for the adjacent unit, and as he passed Dusty, working the nail gun, he gave her ass a squeeze.


“Good work, sexy,” he said and kept walking.


Dusty stopped and watched him as he stepped through the studding and into the next town house, where he struck up a conversation with an electrician who was stripping wire beside a breaker panel. After a moment Dusty turned and walked over to the table, where Santiago had moments before displayed his blueprints like Frank Lloyd Wright revealing the plans for Falling Water. She fired a half dozen nails into the brim of the architect’s hat and went back to work.


Santiago stuck around for half an hour or so, playing the part as he walked from one unit to the next, and then, apparently satisfied that the minions were doing justice to his master design, returned and rolled his prints into his case and got ready to leave. Dusty had just stopped for lunch, and was passing behind him as he reached for his hat.


“What the fuck is this?” he shouted. “You nailed my new fedora to the table!”


“Touch my ass again and I’ll nail it to your head,” Dusty told him and kept walking.


With the continuing heat wave, Dusty and some of the other workers ate lunch in the basement of the new project. It was cooler there, and quieter too, away from the noise of the excavators outside. Dusty sat on a piece of discarded rigid insulation and stretched her legs out, her back to the cool of the concrete wall. She was the only woman on the job site but she knew a lot of the other tradesmen, at least by sight, from other jobs and they had long ago stopped trying to shock her with their jokes and their language. Stan Meadows, a plumber, usually sat with her, and even he no longer teased her about her tattoos, or what he perceived to be her wild lifestyle. He had no idea that Dusty’s life these days was as tame as a house cat’s.


“What was Santiago ranting about?” he asked her when he sat down.


“Something about his hat,” Dusty said. She was eating a tuna sandwich and leafing through a real estate flyer she’d taken out of a curbside display on the street outside the day camp.


Stan unzipped the cooler bag that served as his lunch pail and produced a sodden submarine sandwich half the size of a football. Stan was in his late fifties, and maybe twenty-five pounds overweight, with thinning hair and a thick brown mustache that suggested, to Dusty anyway, a caterpillar that had somehow found itself on the plumber’s face and decided to stay there. Dusty could feel Stan watching her as he bit into the messy sandwich.


“What?” she said at last.


“You’re always looking at those real estate flyers,” Stan said. “How you figure to buy a house? Shit, truck you’re driving isn’t worth two hundred bucks.”


“Maybe I’ll win the lottery,” Dusty said. “And leave my truck alone. You drive a minivan, Stanley.”


“You even buy lottery tickets?”


“No. They’re a tax on the stupid. You buy ’em?”


“Well, yeah.”


Dusty smiled and took another bite of the sandwich. Stan missed the inference but that was typical of Stan. He was a man content in his own world and as such he had the skin of an alligator. He mounted another attack on the sub before pouring a cup of tea from his thermos. Chomping away at the bulbous mass, he smiled lasciviously at Dusty.


“You could always come live with me,” he said. “You oughta see my house. It’s a showplace. Heated pool, central air. Got a wet bar. Two fifty-inch TVs. My house could be in a magazine. You should see it.”


Dusty shook her head. She couldn’t find it in herself to be offended by Stan. He was too normal, too middle-class-nice to pull off being a letch, even when he tried.


“How do you keep it so nice?” Dusty asked. “You know—working every day.”


“Well, between the wife and me—”


“Oh, you got a wife, Stanley?”


“Yeah.” Stan smiled. “About time I traded her in on a younger model though.”


Dusty rolled up the flyer, got to her feet, and stretched. “Then you’re only going to have half a house. And half a pool. And one TV.” She rapped him on his balding head with the flyer. “Better stick with what you got, buddy.”


She finished all the framing on the unit that afternoon and by quitting time she was nailing furring strips above the exterior walls, using scrap pieces of two-by-fours. David Murphy came on site a half hour before it was time to quit, pulled into the lot across the road, and sat there for a time, talking on a cell phone. In spite of his wealth and his success, he still drove a truck, a Dodge crew cab, its fenders and rockers muddied from whatever other projects it had visited that day. When he got out, he was wearing his usual attire, a faded work shirt and jeans. Dusty knew he was in his seventies, but she suspected he could still swing a hammer all day if needed. He went into the trailer for a while and then came over to the units. She heard him joking with Stan the plumber. Maybe Stan was bragging about his magazine-worthy home. When Murphy walked over to where Dusty was packing up for the day, he took a quick look around at what she had done, not making a big show of inspecting her work, but inspecting it just the same.


“Hello,” he said.


“Hey.”


“How’s it going?”


“Okay.” She hesitated. “Nice working with wood again.”


Murphy nodded. Dusty unplugged her nail gun and took her apron off. It was five past five, she knew—she had just checked her cell phone for the time—and she needed to pick Travis up.


“You still looking for extra work?” he asked.


“Yeah.”


“I bought an old three-story brownstone, the corner of Madison and Canfield. Needs to be gutted.”


“Over by the university?” Dusty asked.


“Yeah. I’m going to put in student apartments.”


“I’ll do it.”


Murphy dug a key and a scrap of paper with the address on it from his shirt pocket and handed both over. “Be a Dumpster there by the weekend. Get someone to help you.”


“I can do it,” Dusty said. “Cash job?”


“You want cash?” Murphy waited a moment for her to reply, but she kept quiet. “Now you wouldn’t try to cheat our good government out of their fair share of your income, would you?”


“I might.”


She thought for an instant that he might smile, or object, but he did neither. “We can make it for cash,” he said.


“Good,” she said. She gathered her lunch box and her tools and started to walk away, then she stopped without looking back at him. “Thanks,” she said.


“Dusty,” Murphy called before she made it out the door. “What happened with you and Nick Santiago today?”


“Nothing much.”


“He says you ruined a two-hundred-dollar hat.”


“Oh, that.”


Dusty turned back to Murphy, taking a moment to adjust the belt on the carpenter’s apron in her hand. It seemed that he was waiting for something more by way of an explanation. But she didn’t offer.


“Sometimes the world doesn’t turn the way we’d like it to,” he told her. “I don’t want to tell you how long I’ve been around, makes me feel old, but the thing is—sometimes when things don’t go the way you want, you still have to act civilized. Even if it eats at you.” He waited a moment. “Okay?”


Dusty nodded. “Okay. I’ll tell him.”


“Tell who?”


“Santiago,” Dusty said. “Next time he touches me, I’ll tell him that it would be in his best interests to act civilized.”


She walked out. She was putting her gear in the back of the truck when he caught up with her.


“Hold on,” he said. “Are you saying he put his hand on you?”


Dusty opened the door to the Ford and stood there, thinking about what to say and how to say it. “This ain’t recess in the schoolyard. I’m not here to tell tales.”


Murphy watched as she got into the truck. “All right,” he said. “But whatever he did, he won’t do it again.”





FOUR



Pulling away from the marina, Dick Hoffman lit a cigarette while keeping watch in his rearview mirror, thinking that the owner of the wooden boat might decide to follow him. By the time he reached the highway that led back into the city, he was satisfied that he wasn’t being pursued. The guy was a hick, but even a hick wouldn’t chase after a man who had just shoved a 9mm Glock in his face. Still, there had been something about the guy that had unnerved Hoffman. He was raw and plenty strong-looking and he came right at Hoffman in the parking lot, as if he might take hold of him, which is why Hoffman pulled his piece. The hick stepped back at that point, but he still didn’t appear scared, not in the least. Pissed off was more like it, and he probably had reason to be, seeing his boat towed away. Well, fuck him. He had nobody but himself to blame. Hoffman didn’t want the goddamn thing. If the hick hadn’t chained the cylinder to it, he’d still have his little wooden boat.


He finished the first cigarette and lit a second off the butt. Until he got the call about the cylinder, Hoffman had been having a bad day. He’d gone zero for ten at the track the day before—hadn’t even cashed a fucking place ticket—and went to Merton’s for dinner, and stuck around long enough afterward to get about three-quarters drunk, and suffered the indignity of his credit card being refused when he attempted to pay his tab. He’d ended up writing a check that he knew was going to bounce, so that morning at ten o’clock he walked into his bank and demanded a meeting with the loans manager.


It didn’t go well.


The manager was a new guy named Ollinger and he looked as if he had just stepped off the cover of some computer geek magazine. Skinny, with rimless glasses, hair carefully mussed with little streaks of blond in it. He regarded Dick Hoffman as if he was a panhandler.


“What can we do for you today?” he asked after they sat down, his eyes shifting to a computer screen in front of him.


“I want to see about a line of credit,” Hoffman had said.


“It shows here that you already have a line of credit.” Loans Manager Ollinger pursed his lips. “And it’s been exhausted.”


“Yeah, I’m aware of that,” Hoffman said. “Why you think I’m sitting here? I need a new one.”


“Well … it doesn’t work like that,” Ollinger said. “You can’t just start a new one.”


“Then extend the one I got.”


“We just can’t extend …” Ollinger sighed heavily and hit a few keys on his computer. “You can’t use up the line and then solve things by making it bigger. You have an inordinate amount of debt here, Mr. Hoffman.”


“Detective Hoffman. So what do you need—collateral?” Hoffman asked. “I got twenty-nine fucking years serving this city. I got an iron-clad pension waiting. If that isn’t secure, then nothing in this world is.”


“That’s fine,” Ollinger said. “But what we’re looking at right now—well, we can’t just keep advancing funds like it’s … Monopoly money.”


“Monopoly,” Hoffman snapped. “You think this is funny?”


“No sir.”


Hoffman felt his pulse begin to pound. He felt shitty enough, with a hangover and no breakfast, just a cup of bad coffee from the minimart down the street from his house in Colonie. He forced himself to look away from the geek and out the window to the street below. Traffic was stopped; a dump truck attempting to make a right turn on a narrow side street hadn’t made it. The traffic was tight up the truck’s ass; the driver couldn’t move forward because of a parked car and he couldn’t reverse into the traffic behind him. It was a stalemate.


Hoffman turned back to Ollinger, who was still staring at the computer screen, looking a little nervous now. Seemed that kids nowadays spend their whole lives looking at computer screens. Maybe one day this kid will look up and discover that he’s fifty-two and broke. Like Hoffman.


“I put my ass on the line for people like you,” Hoffman told him. “For fucking little geeks sitting in their safe little office cubicles. You think you could do what I do? You think you’d last a day out there? No, you never think about it, do you? You never think about where people like you would be without people like me.”


Loans Manager Ollinger finally took his eyes away from the screen. He shook his head apologetically and offered his palms forward to emphasize that there was nothing he could do. “Why don’t we go through your assets and see if there’s any way—”


Hoffman got to his feet. “Fuck you. Your problem is you think you’re in charge. Well, you’re gonna find out different. You don’t control shit.”


Walking to his car, Hoffman thought back to the geek’s expression when he left the office. No doubt the smug little prick ran around telling his coworkers all about Hoffman’s meltdown the minute he left the building. No, he probably wrote it all out and sent it to everybody in an e-mail. Or put it out on Tweeter or whatever the fuck it was.


Hoffman headed for the station after leaving the bank. Sitting at a light on Madison Avenue, he saw Soup Campbell scurrying along the sidewalk, head down, his pace quick like a man on a mission. Waiting for the light, Soup glanced over to see Hoffman watching him, and right away he did an about-face and beetled into the alley. Hoffman made a U-turn in the intersection and followed. Soup was running now and Hoffman gunned the sedan up beside him and opened the car door, slamming Soup from behind and sending him face-first onto the pavement.


Hoffman got out and walked over to where Soup was writhing on the ground, his knees pulled up to his chest. Soup was skinny as a rail these days, with bad skin and a couple of missing teeth in front. Hoffman lifted him up and pinned him against the hood of the car.


“Dumb fuck. You don’t run, I don’t chase you.”


“I ain’t doing nothin’.”


“You might as well wear a sign says you’re holding,” Hoffman said. “Running like a little punk. Let’s see what you got.”


Hoffman held Soup with one hand and rifled through his pockets with the other, turning out a half dozen little bags of crack and a small roll of twenties. Hoffman tossed the dope onto the hood and counted the cash. Two hundred and forty. Hoffman stuck it in his coat pocket.


“You dealing now, you little fucker?”


“No way. That my personal shit.”


“You’re not smart enough to deal drugs, Soup. You’re barely smart enough to use them.” He turned Soup around to face him. “Tell you what you’re going to do. You’re going to dump that shit in the storm sewer over there and then I’m going to let you walk. You’re lucky I’m feeling generous today.”


Soup glanced down at Hoffman’s hands, looking for the cash. “Motherfucker, you just ripping me off.”


Hoffman took a quick look behind him to see they weren’t being watched and then turned and drove his fist into Soup’s face. Soup went down on one knee and Hoffman pulled him back up. “What did you say?”


Soup put the back of his hand to his lip, which was split and starting to bleed. “Nothin’.”
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