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1

IT WAS the heart of the winter in the western part of Massachusetts when two ski-masked youths, smelling of the hide and dung of cows, funneled through the bitter night and invaded the farmhouse of Santo and Rosalie Gardella. They were a proud and handsome couple in their eighties, with a youthful vigor that belied their age. Santo Gardella still had a wave in his white fluff of hair, and his wife was almost as trim as she had been as a young woman. Three nights ago, under a comforter of warm colors, they had made love. Now they stood threatened.

“That’s all we have,” Santo Gardella said, spreading fifty-three dollars on the table. He had come to the United States at age eight and spoke English without an accent. His wife, who had a slight one, said in an honest voice, “We swear to you.”

The youths sweated in their masks. The wood stove in the next room pounded heat into the kitchen, and the heat clawed at their clothes, melted the mess on their boots. They were brothers, and the sockets of their identical blue eyes were punched deep. They were quick of hand if not of mind, their weapons the raw knuckles of their fists. The bigger brother said, “Where’s it hid?”

“Don’t make us ask twice,” the shorter one said, his nose leaking through his mask.

Everyone in the rural town believed, correctly, that the Gardellas had money. The brothers believed, incorrectly, that it was squirreled away in the house. “Liar!” the bigger brother said when Santo Gardella tried to convince them of the truth, and the smaller brother spewed obscenities, mostly ethnic. The old man shot an arm around his wife and turned his face to hers with a helplessness that seemed to mock every year of his life, all but twenty married to her.

“They’re going to hurt us,” he murmured, but she already knew that. Her eyes stretched up to his. Each wanted to protect the other.

“Her first,” the bigger brother said, instantly pleased with his decision. “ ’Less you say quick where it’s at.”

The other one, breathing through his mouth, said, “That old stove in there must be plenty hot.”

“Do it!”

The old man lunged. He never had a chance. The bigger brother had the kick of a horse in each fist. The old woman had no chance either. The smaller brother tore at her hair and spun her toward the stove.

Neighbors heard nothing, there was no way they could. The nearest of them lived a half-mile away. Some thirty minutes later, however, a man named Silas Rogers chugged along in his pickup truck and saw fire clutching an upper window. In the moonlit night he also saw two youths scrambling into a Thunderbird, rusted and shattered at the edges.

• • •

Chunks of cloud filled the early morning sky, and the wind whistled over the small farmhouse, which stood shattered from the fire. The black remains of the roof gave off wisps of smoke. The cold air was acrid. A crowd had arrived, mostly in pickups and vans, but they kept a respectful distance, faces sharp with a mixture of curiosity and fear. An hour earlier an ambulance had taken away the bodies. Victims of a murderous assault, mostly fists and feet, according to the quick eye of the medical examiner.

Detective Lieutenant Christopher Wade of the state police had been summoned in from a day off. He arrived in an unmarked car and was greeted by a trooper named Denton and a local cop named Hunkins. Placing his back to the wind, Lieutenant Wade said, “Was the motive robbery?”

“Seems that way. Place was ransacked.” Trooper Denton tightened his fur-lined gloves. “We’ve got what you might call a witness.”

Officer Hunkins, wearing a fur cap and a mackinaw, interrupted. “They sat the old woman on the wood stove and fried her ass. Can you imagine that?”

Lieutenant Wade hiked the collar of his dark overcoat. He had a lean and faintly handsome face, deep-set greenish-gray eyes of a somewhat somber cast, and a rangy hard-muscled frame, which the quick cut of his coat accentuated. His terse yet unhurried manner made him seem controlled at all times, though at the moment he was wincing inside. Homicides of the savage sort never ceased to sicken him, and more so when a woman was a victim. It seemed a direct threat to his own wife and daughters. He said to Trooper Denton, “What witness?”

“Man named Rogers.”

“Silas Rogers,” Hunkins butted in. “He was driving by and saw the fire and two guys running to a car. Too dark to see their faces. This was like ten o’clock.”

“There was a moon,” Wade said. “He must’ve made out the car.”

“Says he didn’t.” Hunkins lowered the earflaps of his cap. His face was bluntly shaped, like the badge pinned to his mackinaw.

“He still might’ve recognized them,” Wade said. “Maybe by their clothes.”

“He was more interested in sounding the alarm. Good thing he did, otherwise there wouldn’t be a house standing there now.” Branches creaked in the wind, as if the nearby trees were full of doors. “Those suckers, you know, were stupid. They started the fire upstairs, and it never did get down. I found the Gardellas the way they left them. Turned my stomach!”

Wade shifted his eyes, as if from a disturbing glimpse of himself in some inner mirror. His last murder case, three towns away, involved the rape and strangulation of a child. There were no witnesses and not enough evidence to convict the man Wade knew was responsible, and he had watched the man walk.

With a swift glance at Trooper Denton, he said, “Where’s the witness?”

Hunkins answered. “Home. I told him to stay there.”

“What’s he like?”

“Old Yankee, tight-mouthed, you know the type.”

“The type that keeps to himself?”

Hunkins shrugged. “What are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking he might’ve seen more than he let on. Possible, isn’t it?”

Hunkins shrugged again. “Hell, I don’t know. That’s hard to tell. Hey!” he said suddenly as some of the curious began venturing onto the gray frozen ground of the front yard, bare except for a few fierce patches of ice. “What the hell do they think they’re doing!” With the flourish of an arm, he stomped toward them.

“Takes over, doesn’t he?” Wade said from the side of his mouth and moved toward the house, Trooper Denton following. The smell of the damage was rank. Fire fighters had battered back the storm door nearly off its hinges. The inner door stood open a crack. Wade paused on the middle step and shivered. “I don’t like winter, do you, Denton?”

“I try not to think about it, sir.”

“Most murders are in warm weather. Suicides are for the cold. Nothing growing, nothing coming. More nosebleeds in the winter than the summer, did you know that?”

“No, sir, I didn’t.”

“Statistical fact. What did you think of the witness?”

“Scared out of his wits,” the trooper said. “He wouldn’t talk to me, only to Hunkins.”

“Why waste time?” Wade said, stepping up and reaching for the door. “We’ll give him a polygraph.”

“Sir, if you go in there you’re going to ruin your shoes and freeze your feet. The floors are soaked.”

“Tell me about it,” Wade said and went in, nearly slipping where the water had iced over near the threshold. There was blood in the water that puddled the kitchen and traces of more in the next room, where furniture was broken. The wood stove was hot, still pumping heat.

Lieutenant Wade could not take his eyes off the stove.

• • •

Rita Gardella O’Dea came out of the ocean complaining of tar balls and tugging at her bathing suit. The Florida sun had baked and burnished her wide-boned face and nearly charred her shoulders. She had beautiful black eyes and was robustly overweight. Her feet left deep dents in the sand.

“They were looking for you,” the towel attendant said as she approached her chair. Her drink, an exotic emerald-green concoction, quivered in its holder staked into the sand.

“Who’s looking for me, Alvaro?”

Alvaro, the towel attendant, was a youngish Cuban, perhaps thirty, with a close beard that lay hot against his handsome face. His neon-red swim trunks bore the logo of the hotel. Ignoring the stares of other guests, she placed her back to him, and he toweled it.

“You had a telephone call,” he said. “There’s a number for you to call back.”

“Must be my brother,” she said with small interest. “He’s the only one knows where I am.”

“They said it was important.”

She freed her fancy drink from the holder and took a slow sip. Then she said quickly, “Help me on with my robe.”

She shared the elevator with three elderly women who, as if threatened by her size, shied away from her. She glanced at their soft, privileged faces and then ignored them. Knowing she could probably buy and sell them all gave her a sharp feeling of comfort, and when the elevator hummed to a stop she elbowed them out of the way. “This is my floor,” she explained, though it was theirs too.

In her room, sitting on the edge of the bright bed, she talked with her brother, who, without giving a reason, wanted her to catch the next flight to Boston. Her hand tightened on the receiver. She knew by his tone that something was terribly wrong, something to do with family. “Is it Ma? Has something happened to her?” Her voice quivered. “Is it Pa? Tell me, Tony!”

“It’s both of them,” he said.

She was no longer on the phone, though still sitting on the bed, inert, pale through her tan, eyes snapped shut, when someone slipped surreptitiously into the room and marked time with even breaths. Her eyes fluttered open, worked to focus, and saw the slim, straight waist of Alvaro. Sensing tragedy, he sat quietly beside her.

She said, “Pack my bags.”

“Why? Where are you going?”

“Do as I say,” she said and pushed him aside as though he were a child.

“Rita, be good.”

She reached out and pretended to shoot a gun. “Someone’s going to pay.”

• • •

Anthony Gardella lived in a high brick house in Boston’s Hyde Park, well away from his businesses. His first wife had died four years before, and his second wife, considerably younger than he, was vacationing in the Caribbean with her mother. His children, two sons, no longer lived at home. The younger one was a senior at Holy Cross and the older was in the Marine Corps. Gardella stood in the front room with a small glass of Saint Raphael in his hand, several of his people hovering near him. They were ready to weep for him, wait on him, and do for him in other ways. In his tailored charcoal-gray suit he was a courtly presence among them and an object of respect. At age twenty-one, down in Providence, he had received a pat on the head and a kiss on the cheek from Raymond Patriarca, and when he had turned forty, Don Peppino, better known as Bananas, had honored him with a birthday card from Tucson. Here in Boston, four or five times a year, he broke bread with Gennaro Angello, whose blessings meant more than a priest’s.

Abruptly he laughed. The sound was low and ugly. “I still can’t believe it,” he said, and the others fidgeted. His grief, bound inside him, expressed itself only in the tight set of his jaw. “Names,” he said in an undertone. “I want names.”

His close friend and right-hand man, Victor Scandura, said, “You’ll get them.”

Murmurs of support rose up.

Scandura eased forward, a slight figure with vanishing hair and gold-rimmed spectacles that seemed screwed into the gray flesh of his face. He could smile and repel people. “Do you want me to handle it personally?”

“Yes,” Gardella said, the ice faintly rattling in his drink. “Don’t disappoint me.”

“Have I ever, Anthony?”





2

IT WAS a Monday morning, a freezing day with a glaring sun; snow was predicted for Boston by nightfall, which did not bother Russell Thurston at all. He took things as they came and, when possible, capitalized on them. He was situated in a remote space in the Kennedy Building in the heart of Government Square, his office a comfortable cubicle overlooking several desks jammed into a narrow room. He was tall and sober-looking, with faded brown hair combed flat to one side and with neutral gray eyes buttoned into a parched face that rarely revealed his deeper feelings, not even now when an excitement was building in him.

He shouted for his assistant, Blodgett, but was answered by a man named Blue, the only black on a special team of agents under his supervision. He was occasionally civil to Blue but more often glib. Blue appeared in the doorway, slender, quite dark, meticulously groomed, as if his field were international banking, not investigation.

“Where’s Blodgett?” Thurston demanded.

“He’ll be back in a minute.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“He’s in the head.”

“Get him.” Thurston watched Blue turn away and take two steps. On the third step, Thurston said, “Blue!”

Blue returned to the doorway and placed a foot back inside the cubicle. “What is it?” he asked, and Thurston smiled cryptically.

“You take a lot of crap from me. Ever ask yourself why?”

“Never.”

“Ever wonder why I picked you specially for this unit?”

“Because I’m smart.”

“That goes without saying. What’s the big reason?”

“I figure you’ll tell me sometime.”

“I’ll probably let you figure it out yourself.”

“I’ll get Blodgett,” Blue said.

“Do that.”

Alone, Thurston swiveled in his chair to stare through the single window at Boston’s frigid sky. He had never regretted his assignment here. He relished the charms and contradictions of the city, the sedateness of much of its architecture and the eccentricity of its streets, the incestuousness of its neighborhoods and the corruptness of its politics, and he found a challenge in the anarchy of its traffic. He delighted in occasionally breakfasting at the Ritz and lunching at Maison Robert in a city small enough to rub elbows with venerables like Archibald Cox, rumpled Brahmins like William Homans, and vulnerable beauties like Joan Kennedy. His biggest wish was for them to recognize him.

For many minutes his mind had been dwelling on the possible means to make that happen.

He turned back to his desk, rummaged in a drawer, and came up with a pair of shears. Carefully he scissored a double-column story out of the Boston Globe and laid the cutting in front of him. He had read it before, and now he read it again, slowly, savoring each sentence and pausing after each paragraph to reflect. Then his eyes returned to the headline. Elderly Greenwood Couple Slain. He could scarcely believe his luck.

“Where’s Greenwood?” he asked when Blodgett appeared. Blodgett ruminated.

“Western part of the state, I think. Somewhere near Lenox and Lee. God’s country.”

“Your geography’s good. Read this.”

Blodgett sat in a chair to read the article. He was stocky and square-shouldered and had a businessman’s close-cropped haircut. The hair was blond, the face bland. His head tilted. He was a deliberate reader, which soon taxed Thurston’s patience.

“Skip down to the end. The survivors. Son, Anthony. Daughter, Rita O’Dea.”

“Jesus Christ,” Blodgett said, his eyes absorbing print. “Tony Gardella’s mother and father.”

“You’ve got it. What else do you get?” Thurston’s voice was sharp. “Think, man, think!”

Blodgett thought hard. His smooth forehead dominated his face, and his mouth pressed in on itself. He was slow to lift his gaze. “It means Gardella’s going to want the blood of the bastards who did it.”

“Keep going.”

“Give me a second.”

Thurston’s smile was smug and fixed. He had his elbows on the desk and his unusually long hands fisted together under his chin. “Take your time on this one.”

“We make it easy for him?”

“That’s only the beginning. That’s how we sucker him in.” Thurston moistened his lips as if he had the special spit of a snake. “I’m going to make opera out of this. A big cast of villains. A grand production. You keeping up with me?”

“You’re going too fast.”

“I’m thinking big. That’s what you’ve got to do if you ever want my job.” Thurston’s mind raced on. “Who’s Wade? Do you know him?” Blodgett didn’t, and he began to read the cutting again. Thurston said, “Get me a rundown on him. Says there he’s a lieutenant, so he probably took the course at Quantico, which gives us a hook. I want to know all about him. Personal stuff. A complete profile.”

Blodgett was nonplussed. “Why him?”

“Because I’ve got a hundred thoughts buzzing in my head right this minute, and that’s the best of them. Get working on it. Blue can help you.”

Blodgett heaved himself out of the chair and returned the cutting, which bore a damp spot from his thumb. Before he turned to leave, he murmured confidentially, “I suppose the less said to Blue the better.”

“You suppose right.”

Thurston dropped back deeply into his swivel chair and stared at two framed photographs on the side wall. One was of Ronald Reagan, and the other, which he peered at the longest, was of himself receiving an award from J. Edgar Hoover a year before the director’s death. He remembered priding himself on looking, a little at least, like Efrem Zimbalist, Jr. He also remembered his awe of Hoover, as if the man were more powerful than God, with dossiers listing everybody’s peccadilloes.

• • •

Brother and sister traveled across the state in a chauffeured Cadillac Eldorado to Greenwood Regional Hospital, where they satisfied legal obligations by identifying the bodies of their mother and father. Anthony Gardella had not wanted his sister to make the trip, but she had insisted. In the gleaming basement of the morgue, near the almost soothing drone of a refrigeration unit, she viewed the still and brutalized faces and gagged. She did not cry. The medical examiner led her to a metal chair, which she would not stay in. She rose up and looked enormous. She had on a storm coat and knee boots that would not zip up all the way because of the heft of her calves. “I want to know every injury that was done to them,” she said in a tone that disconcerted the doctor.

“I don’t know everything yet,” he said delicately.

Anthony Gardella said, “We know enough.”

Rita O’Dea raised a fist and clenched it. “You know what I want.” Her face, lacquered with a hard makeup, was, for the moment, fierce. Her brother gave a quick glance at the doctor.

“Leave us alone,” he said, and the doctor did. The droning in the room seemed to intensify. Gardella, very quietly, said, “Get hold of yourself.”

“I want to know what you’re doing about this,” Rita O’Dea said in a voice now unsteady. “Let’s discuss it.”

“Wait till they’re buried.”

“You should be on it now.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“You don’t do something, I will.”

“You’ll do nothing,” Gardella said evenly. “Everything’s being taken care of.”

Rita O’Dea fixed her eyes upon him, her concentration intense and almost morbid. She stumbled in place, and her brother swiftly gripped the sleeve of her coat. The doctor returned. There were papers to sign in his office. On the way he said, “If I were you I wouldn’t delay the trip back. It’s starting to snow.”

The mournful winter sky was already benighted, and the snow fell fast, sticking to the rural road. The headlights picked up a rabbit darting in a jagged direction before the left front wheel killed it in its tracks. In the opulence of the Cadillac, Rita O’Dea pushed her hair back. “I want to drive by the house.”

“No,” said Gardella. “There’s nothing to see.”

“There might be some things we want.”

“There’s nothing we want.”

“Speak for yourself.”

“I speak for both of us,” he said, his voice dropping. A glass panel sealed their words from the driver, who doubled as a bodyguard. A sign showed the way to the highway, which was reached within minutes, a smooth ride. Rita O’Dea tugged at the collar of her coat. The car was warm, but she shivered. Gardella opened a compartment in the back of the front seat and removed a flask and a tumbler. He poured for her.

She took a taste. “I remember a time you only bought wop wine.”

“That’s an aperitif.”

“I know what it is. I’d prefer a shot of gin.”

“Show a little class, Rita.”

“I got all that money can buy.”

Anthony Gardella studied his hands. His wedding band was a half-inch wide. His nails were manicured. With deliberate cruelty he said, “Why’d you bring that spic up here?”

For a heavy moment it seemed she would not respond. Her dark head sagged. She was tired. “Does it bother you?” she asked, her large face softened by shadow.

“Yes, it bothers me.”

“It’s none of your business.”

“It’s an insult,” he said bitterly, and she sighed.

“What should I do, Tony? Be lonely?”

“You can do better than him.”

She smiled with hard irony. “No, Tony. I can’t.”

• • •

Twice Silas Rogers avoided them, the first time by pretending that he wasn’t home, though it was obvious he was, and the next time by shouting that he was too sick to talk, which in a faint way was true. One of his mongrels was ailing, and he suffered for it. He had five dogs, and during the winter he kept them inside because their bodies breathed heat for the house and life into his solitude. He was a widower. Now, for the third time, the dogs alerted him that the two men were back. He let them knock several times before opening the door just enough to show his crag of a face. “You don’t need to talk to me,” he said with false bravado. “I told everything to Hunkins.”

Trooper Denton stuck his foot in the door. Lieutenant Wade said, “You’ve been ducking us. What are you afraid of?”

“Nothing.” The dogs pressed against him from behind, their paws scratching the floor. The dogs were odd sizes and colors, nervous, anxious for air. “You’re upsetting my animals.”

Lieutenant Wade said, “Do you want to talk here or take a ride to the barracks? We can do that.”

“You threatening me?”

“Yes.”

“I saw what I saw and nothing more.”

“Let us in, we’ll talk about it.”

“You think I know more than I do. I don’t!”

“We’ll see.”

They got nothing from him. They sat at his bare table, the dogs milling beneath, and interrogated him, the trooper rephrasing questions the lieutenant had already posed. It was a ploy to trip him up, but he was too smart for that. He kept his hands in his lap and his head high and gave out flat answers either negative or neutral. Once he got up to wipe piddle from one of the dogs off the floor. Lieutenant Wade shifted the substance of the questions to the Gardellas themselves.

“What did you think of them?”

“They didn’t mean nothing to me.”

“They lived in the town twenty-five years, I’m told.”

“We didn’t mix.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t mix with nobody.”

“Especially Italians?”

“You said that. I didn’t.”

“You don’t say much of anything, Mr. Rogers. Two good people were sadistically murdered, and you sit there blowing smoke up my ass.”

Silas Rogers reddened. “And you come in here threatening a man. It ain’t right!”

The lieutenant got to his feet. So did Trooper Denton, a young giant of a man who had played football for UMass. Together they stared down at Silas Rogers, who nervously patted a dog. In a stage whisper the lieutenant said, “He’s only making it worse for himself.”

The trooper agreed. “He doesn’t give us a choice.”

“There’s only one way out of this, Mr. Rogers. Put you to a lie detector.”

For a second Silas Rogers went sick inside, and his face wrinkled up like a baby’s. When he rose out of the chair, he did not seem entirely lucid. Then he stiffened himself. “I know my rights,” he said and stood on them.

• • •

“You scared?”

“Shit, no. You?”

“I keep thinkin’. S’pose he saw?”

“We’d’ve been arrested.”

“Fifty-three fuckin’ dollars.”

They spoke in the dark, their faces pinched from the cold, and passed a Seagram’s bottle back and forth. One was hiccuping. The Seagram’s and the nearness of the cows inside the barn kept them from freezing. Outside it was snowing.

“Be a blizzard by the time it’s through.”

“Who cares?”

They huddled in hay, their knees drawn up. The cows were restless, and some were ailing, mostly from neglect. “Hate it here,” the younger brother said, though he was used to the smells and sounds of the barn and never noticed them.

“Quit hiccuping.”

“Can’t. Christ, it’s cold. Let’s go in the house.”

“No way. The old man knows something’s up, and we ain’t gonna let ‘im guess what.”

“We’ll give ‘im the bottle. That’ll put ‘im to sleep.”

“Shake it, you damn fool. There ain’t none left.”

One of the ailing cows let out a low moan of discomfort and then a screech of pain that sounded more human than animal. Snow blew in under the double doors.

“Leroy.”

“What?”

“We had the chance to go back there and do it again, would you still do it?”

“I’d do it better.”

A wind shot through the doors and cut into their mackinaws. They squirmed deeper into the sour hay. “Still and all,” the younger brother said, “we oughta make sure.”

“ ‘Bout what?”

“ ‘Bout Rogers.”

• • •

A foot of snow fell through the night and much of the morning. It was midafternoon when Lieutenant Wade turned in his chair and peered out the window. His office inside the state police barracks was small, his desk occupying most of it. The building was just off the highway and surrounded by birch and pine. Snow cuddled branches of the pine and clung to the birch. Chickadees made twitchy and brief appearances. Wade saw nothing but the stark snow and blades of ice flashing in the cold sunlight, which increased his dissatisfaction with the remoteness of the area. He disliked country winters, which billowed with the fiercest of winds and the deepest of drifts, as if the other seasons there had misspent themselves, as he seemed to have done with the years of his marriage. His sense of aloneness, dull during the day, worsened at night when the only sound might be a dog’s barking in the dark.

A noise made him swivel around. A man he had never seen before stood unannounced at his desk. The man’s outer coat was draped over his arm. His suit was dark and tailored to accommodate the small burden of a revolver. The man said, “You don’t know me.”

“Sure I do,” Wade said. “You’ve got government written all over you. Let me guess. FBI.”

“You’re quick.”

“Show me something.”

Russell Thurston produced identification. Wade read it and returned it. A metal chair was available, but Thurston remained erect. “I understand you went through Quantico.”

“Hasn’t everybody?”

“Nice to know you, brother,” Thurston said and extended a hand. The handshake was neither warm nor cold. It was professional and bone dry, like the man himself. Each studied the other and hid his judgment. Wade had little liking for the FBI, which had never broken its habit of aiding local police and then taking full credit if the results were favorable. Thurston said, “You can guess why I’m here.”

“More or less.”

Thurston draped his coat over the back of the chair. “For me it’s a break. Can you understand why?” There was no comment from Wade, no admission of any sort, and Thurston took another tack. “I wasn’t always Bureau, you know. For a short time I was with the CIA. Good years, let me tell you, but I was a budget casualty. Saddest day of my life.”

“You seem to have landed on your feet.”

“I have that facility. I used to fight Communists, and now I fight scum of another kind.”

“Sounds like an obsession.”

“Everybody moves to his own music, Lieutenant. I imagine you move very nicely to yours — given the chance, that is. Out here, I suspect you march to a bored drummer.”

Wade placed his hands on his desk, one covering the other, no wedding band, only an emerald, his birthstone. In a low and knowing voice, he said, “You want Tony Gardella.”

“I’ve got his picture in my wallet. You want to see it?”

“I know what he looks like.”

“I know you do.”

“He’s in Boston, but you come all the way here to get him.”

“This is where the action’s going to be, wouldn’t you say?”

Wade preferred not to say. “Why don’t you sit down, Thurston? You make me nervous. You’re working on some kind of scam, aren’t you? You want to squeeze Gardella.”

“Wouldn’t you if you were in my shoes?”

“I’m not in your shoes. Mine have been reheeled three times.”

“Are you afraid to get involved?” Thurston’s stance was the stillest, and his voice gave Wade an image of a spider climbing its silk.

“I wouldn’t want a fed calling my shots.”

“Get your coat.”

“What?”

Thurston bared his teeth in what did not in the least look like a smile but was meant to be one. “I’m going to buy you a drink.”

• • •

They went to a place called the Hunter’s Cove, drank dark beer, and stayed for dinner. The huge stone fireplace blazed, igniting faces. The waitresses wore buckskin vests and skirts, and the music was country. Wade, who was known there, had steak. Thurston had soup, annoying Wade by the deliberate and almost mannered way in which he ate. They discussed the lack of immediate evidence in the double homicide — no workable fingerprints, merely a long list of area toughs thought capable of such violence and an uncooperative witness surrounded by dogs. Thurston said, “The witness intrigues me. What did you say his name is?”

“Rogers.”

“You think he’s holding back?”

“It’s a feeling, nothing substantial to base it on.”

“Law enforcement people have special feelings. Insights. I’ve always maintained that.”

The waitress, pale and petite, made an unnecessary trip to the table and fussed over Wade, who had a solid, half-handsome face and usually a gentle voice. He had once taken the waitress to a movie and later would have brought her back to his place had she not mentioned she was married. Thurston watched with amusement and afterward asked, “Are you a ladies’ man?”

Wade did not trouble himself to answer.

“I didn’t think so,” Thurston said and for a number of moments gazed at other diners, sizing up men by the women with them. The light of the fire flattered many of the faces. Gradually he returned his gaze to Wade. “I’m curious. How the hell did you manage to get yourself assigned way out here?”

“I go where I’m told.”

“Translated, that means you don’t have the right people in your corner. Too bad. Your family’s back in the Boston area, I understand. Wellesley, is it?”

“My wife and I have separated.”

“I know that. You have two daughters going to BU. The tuition must be killing you.”

“While you’re at it, why don’t you tell me my bank balance?”

“Two hundred and three dollars in your checking and not a dime in your savings. Account closed. How about an after-dinner drink? I like Bailey’s Irish.” Thurston beckoned, and the waitress came immediately.

A bit later Wade said, “You’re smooth.”

“No,” said Thurston. “Just smooth enough.”

“This all going on your expense account?”

“Of course.”

“I’m an item.”

“I’d like you to be an even bigger item,” Thurston said in a tone meant to convey opportunity and promise. The waitress served their drinks, giving all her attention now to Thurston, who ignored her.

Wade bided his time. “Go ahead,” he said restively. “I’m waiting for your pitch.”

“First, let’s put something down for the record. Tony Gardella is garbage, no better than the goons who killed his folks. Sixteen years old, he bit a kid’s ear off in a street fight. That’s a savage, not a civilized member of society. Eighteen, he made his first hit working for a loan shark. Used an ice pick. Boston police picked him up right away, beat the crap out of him, but he never said a word. Impressed the hell out of the Providence people.”

“I’m relatively familiar with his file,” Wade said. “Plenty of arrests in those days, but no convictions.”

“You’re wrong, there was one. He was fined for peddling pornography a couple of weeks after he came out of the army. He moved up fast in the organization. A smart boy. He knew who to crush and who to suck up to. At the same time he was developing a taste for custom shirts and clean fingernails.”

Wade gave an ironic shrug. “Nothing wrong with a little polish.”

“He’s got polish like a snake’s got glitter. Over the years he’s mellowed a little, but that doesn’t make him any less a killer.”

“I still don’t know what you want from me,” Wade said tightly.

“I want you to do Gardella a favor he can’t forget.”

Wade laughed. “That has a nice ring to it, like ‘an offer you can’t refuse.’ What does it mean?”

Thurston paused. A small group was leaving. He viewed the women and then, cynically, the men, as if censuring them. “It means as soon as Gardella gets done burying his parents he’ll approach you. Either him or one of his people. You can count on it. For him, this goes to the gut. He can’t eat or sleep right till it’s settled. His brain’s on hold because he’s all emotion. You help him, you become special. You do it right, you become his brother. Am I getting through to you?”

“I can brief him on the investigation,” Wade said with distaste. “What more can I do?”

“You can give him the witness.”

Wade looked blank, then upset. “What the hell are you getting at?”

“You’ve heard the expression you can’t get blood from a stone. Gardella can.”

“I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

But they did. For a good half hour, with much argument and no agreement. Twice Wade placed a hand to his brow as though his thoughts were slipping away. Frequently Thurston’s voice dipped dramatically, which suggested theater had been his first love. “This guy’s got friends at City Hall, the State House, the Union Bank of Boston. Imagine how sweet it’d be to strip him bare.”

“There’s got to be a cleaner way,” Wade said. “Your way the witness could get crippled.”

“You cut a deal with Gardella. No blood. Scare tactics only.” Thurston scooped up the check. He scrutinized it and then paid it with bills he had to peel apart, drawn that morning from a special fund. “We wouldn’t expect you to go into this for nothing. We’re generous to a fault when it comes to people who help us.”

“What are you going to do, buy me a new car?”

“No. But we’d pay for your children’s education.” Thurston’s lips curved into a quiet smile as he shoved back his chair. “Two terrific daughters, I’m told. A lot of girls up and get married as soon as they graduate. We’d even pay for their weddings. Every penny of their happiness.”

In the rest room they stood at opposite ends of the bank of urinals. Wade stared at pink tiles, his long legs wide apart, a hand on his hip. Thurston tossed him a glance. “Too much for you? If it is, say so.”

Wade was silent for a long moment. He was remembering a trooper with whom he’d gone through the academy, a red-haired young guy who for a couple of years took bribes from a lower-echelon mafioso from East Boston. Then, to prove he was still his own man, he busted his benefactor on a petty charge. Two weeks later his decapitated body was found in a portable dumpster in the town of Wakefield, a thousand dollars in bloodstained bills bulging a pocket of his uniform. His head was never found.

“Yes, I could do it,” Wade said. “The question is whether I want to.”

They moved to the sinks and then to the dryer on the wall, where they hung their hands under hot drafts. It looked as though they were about to dance. “There’s something else I can do for you,” Thurston said with casual authority. “I can get you back to Boston.”

“What makes you think I want to go back?”

Thurston played his trump. “That’s where your wife is.”

• • •

Silas Rogers, who worked odd jobs, loaded his pickup truck with bone-dry kindling from the lumber yard and, in a lonely drive over twisting winter roads, hauled it across town to the Gillenwaters’. It was dark by the time he got rid of the load, every stick stacked neatly in the makeshift shed beside the sagging frame house supported on two sides by drifts of snow. Old Mrs. Gillenwater, wearing three sweaters, poked her thin head out the door and gave him money. She wanted him to come in to warm himself, but he declined with a quick mumble. He knew that what she wanted most was to talk about the killings.

“Silas, wait!”

He wouldn’t.

He drove into the lighted center of town and parked in front of Ned’s Superette to pick up Gravy Train for the dogs. He pushed the truck door open, but some sudden presentiment rooted him to the seat. The cold crawled in and chilled him. As if paralyzed, he watched two stolid figures break from a web of shadows and approach him with boots crunching the packed snow. They were the Bass brothers, Leroy and Wally. Beyond them he saw the Thunderbird.

“How you doin’, Mr. Rogers?”

The voice chilled him more than the cold did. It came from the older one, Leroy, who was also the taller one by six inches. Despite the cold, each held a punctured beer can in bare hands that were studded with bitten-open knuckles. They had squiggles in their young foreheads and pouches under their ferret eyes, as if they hadn’t been sleeping much, and they reeked of the cows their father owned, none of which gave fit milk.

“Just fine,” Silas Rogers answered in a small burst, wishing someone would come along, anyone. Customers bobbed about inside the superette, but none came out.

“Wanna beer? We got an extra in the Bird.”

He shook his head and shivered. They were straining to read him, he could tell. The younger one smiled out of a pale face raw and red at the nose and swigged from a Budweiser can. He had known them since their raucous years at Greenwood Grammar School, where he had been the janitor and they stay-backs, truants, vandals, and bullies. Remembering their cruelties, he feared them more than ever.

“What you want in the store, Mr. Rogers? Wally here will get it, won’t you, Wally?”

The younger brother muscled his face nearer and loomed like a Hun. “What’s he after?”

“He ain’t said yet.”

“What’s he waitin’ for?”

“He’s thinkin’.”

Silas Rogers wanted only to drive away. At home he had a hunting rifle, but it was unoiled, uncleaned, and he wasn’t sure he had shells. Probably not, which made him want to weep. “Dog food.”

“Give ‘im money, Mr. Rogers. He can’t go in there without money.”

Reluctantly Silas Rogers pulled bills from his pants pocket and skinned off more than enough. Wally Bass raised a hand, one of the fingers mashed from an old injury. Silas Rogers fed it, which made the older brother frown.

“Will that do it, Wally?”

“Don’t think so.”

“Prices are high in there, Mr. Rogers.”

Without hesitation he surrendered all that Mrs. Gillenwater had given him, overly willing to do anything to satisfy them. Their smiles showed they were pleased. Wally Bass crushed his Budweiser can and strutted toward the store. The older brother threw his empty into the dark.

“Bad thing about the Gardellas. I heard you were there.”

“No.” His voice rose in pitch, and his confusion was intense, almost violent. “I was only driving by.”

“That’s what I mean.”

“I didn’t see anything.”

“No?”

“My eyes can see, but not far.”

Leroy Bass smiled and spoke with chilling certainty. “I thought your eyes were good.”

“They’re bad,” he insisted.

“My grandmother had cataracts. You got those?”

“Yes.”

“Maybe that’s good. Good they’re bad, I mean.”

The younger brother came out of the superette with a small bag, which he tossed into the back of the pickup, a light thump, scarcely enough for one dog. Silas Rogers started to close the door, but Leroy Bass stopped him. Their eyes locked. Leroy Bass’s broad face was all meat.

“You oughta give Wally somethin’ for goin’, Mr. Rogers.”

• • •

Later, ensconced in the idling Thunderbird, the heater going, the younger brother counted money and surrendered half to the older one. In an uneasy and tenuous voice he said, “You think he’s lying?”

“Don’t matter,” Leroy Bass said.

“Matters if he saw us, matters a whole hell of a lot.”

“No, it don’t,” Leroy Bass said with supreme confidence. “Like it was back in school, he’s still scared of us — now even more.” There was a smile. “We got nothin’ to worry about.”

Wally Bass loosened his coat, producing an odor exactly like unaired bedding. Now he smiled. “Remember the time down in the basement I told him I was goin’ to shove his head in the furnace?”

“No, I told him. All you did was hold his arms.”

“But I’d’ve done it,” Wally Bass said.
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THE DAY after the autopsies were completed, the medical examiner released the bodies of Santo and Rosalie Gardella, which were then delivered in a hearse across state to Boston, to Ferlito’s Funeral Home in the North End. Sammy Ferlito and his nephew worked diligently in an attempt to ready the charred remains for viewing, but the task was staggering, the results dismal. “Tony, I don’t advise it,” Ferlito said apologetically and miserably to Anthony Gardella. They stood in Ferlito’s dark-paneled office, where ficus trees sprang out of ornate pots and were kept healthy by a special blue light. Gardella nodded with understanding.

“It’s Rita who wants the caskets open.”

“Do you want me to explain to her?”

“I’ll do it.”

“Tony, I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault.”

“Augie feels bad too,” Ferlito said, referring to his nephew.

“Tell him not to worry.”

“Maybe sometime you can use him. He’s a good boy.”

“You say he’s a good boy, I believe it,” Gardella said and reached for his overcoat, which was dark and glossy, with a midnight-blue lining. Ferlito, who was short, went up on tiptoes to help him on with it.

“Cashmere, huh? Feels like a million bucks.”

“A thousand is all.”

“Could’ve fooled me.”

“I hope not,” Gardella said. “I hope you don’t fool easy.”

Later in the day Gardella walked up the plowed drive of his sister’s house. It was next door to his, nearly its twin, built by the same contractor. Hers was smaller, with less security, no alarm system, no peephole in the front door, no metal mesh shielding the windows that faced the street. Gardella entered without ringing and came face to face with the slender, bearded Cuban his sister had brought up from Florida. Galled at the sight of him, Gardella at first ignored him, then said, “Where’s Rita?”

The Cuban pointed upward. “Taking a nap. She couldn’t sleep last night.”

Gardella regarded him aloofly. They faced each other in the small foyer, where the floor was stone. Twin mirrors captured their images. “Making yourself at home, Juan?”

“The name’s Alvaro.”

“What are you sucking around my sister for? You like fat women or something?”

Alvaro’s brown eyes flared. He had on a crinkly saffron shirt and seersucker pants suitable for Miami, not for the Massachusetts winter. “I don’t think Rita would like you asking me these things. She told me what she does is none of your business.”

“Pretty sure of yourself, aren’t you?” Gardella said, and Alvaro shrugged, undaunted. “You speak English okay. Where’d you learn it?”

“Harvard.”

Gardella flushed. “You’re a wise little prick.”

“I learned it like you did. I was a baby when I came to the States.”

“What are you, Puerto Rican? Mexican?”

“I’m Cuban, like you didn’t know.”

Gardella’s eyes veered up. His sister came halfway down the stairs and clutched the rail, hovering in a robe that didn’t fit her, her face sour from sleep and her eyes feeble from too little of it. He viewed her with momentary disgust. With effort, she came down the rest of the way and said, “You haven’t asked him what he does for a living. Tell him, Alvaro.”

“I’m a towel attendant at the Sonesta.”

“You’re what?”

“You heard him.”

Gardella frowned with an air of sadness. He remembered when she was less large and more secure, though never reasonable, always self-indulgent in her rash choices of companions and self-destructive to a degree that never ceased to disturb him. At the same time, because she was of his blood, she was the only person in the world he totally trusted.

Alvaro made as if to leave them alone, and she said, “Stay!”

Gardella said, “Go. I want to talk to my sister.”

Alvaro vanished, with a small fatalistic smile. Gardella led his sister into her living room, where they remained standing, facing each other in a solemn way, all disagreements cast aside. With care and delicacy he briefed her on the funeral arrangements and added that the caskets would be closed. Her eyes filled as she confronted feelings mostly buried until now.

“That means I don’t even get to say good-bye to them.”

“You say good-bye at the church,” he murmured. “That’s where we all say it.”

“I’m going to miss them so much,” she said hopelessly. “I was Pa’s angel.”

“You broke his heart a hundred times.”

“Don’t be tough with me, Tony.”

He didn’t mean to be and didn’t want to be, not at this time, and he placed an arm over her shoulders. He was fourteen years older than she. She had been his angel too, and he her hero. His voice dipping, he said, “Is it forever, Rita, this way you feel about the spic?”

“Nothing’s forever, Tony. I’m smart enough to know that.”

“Good,” he said. “Then I can live with it.”

• • •

Deputy Superintendent Scatamacchia of the Boston Police Department personally directed traffic, and four white-helmeted officers manned motorcycles to lead the procession of more than fifty cars. The cars wormed their way through constricted North End streets from Ferlito’s Funeral Home to St. Leonard’s Church on Hanover Street, which had been scraped of snow. It was a cold, brittle day, which did not prevent a crowd from gathering. In the forefront, conspicuously displaying themselves, were Supervisor Russell Thurston and special agents Blodgett and Blue. Thurston was nettled. “Look at those cops on bikes. Like an honor guard.” Blodgett agreed with an epithet. Blue said nothing. He scanned the crowd, his the only black face in a neighborhood that tolerated none.
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