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1

KILLING PEOPLE IS SO EASY that the iron laws of supply and demand make it hard to earn a decent living doing it. As a result, murder for hire is almost always a sideline, and the people who engage in it are by and large stupid losers, quickly caught, and quicker still to rat out the idiots who hired them. The very few real professionals in the business are careful never to meet their clients. Instead, they deal through people like Mr. Ballantine. Mr. Ballantine is sitting in the driver’s seat of his Mercedes sedan at the corner of Gansevoort and Washington Streets at 7 P.M. on a Sunday evening, about the loneliest place you can be on the island of Manhattan. This is the old meatpacking district, deserted at this hour, except for the occasional street person. It’s early summer, the sky is the dull color of galvanized metal and seems to reflect the heat of the day down upon the City. Although the river is close by, there is no breath of air. The bits of trash on the street do not stir. Mr. Ballantine has the air-conditioning on high. He is listening to a Frank Sinatra CD. Frank is singing “Fly Me to the Moon.”

A white car goes by, brakes at the end of the street, and does a clumsy U-turn. Its driver parks behind the Mercedes and gets out and, as he has been instructed to do, enters the rear seat. Mr. Ballantine does not turn around. His dark eyes meet the watery blue ones of the other in the rearview mirror.

“Ballantine?”

“That’s right. Did you bring the money?”

“I can get it. I wanted to discuss the details.”

Ballantine allows himself a small sigh and glances at the dashboard clock. He had hoped that this would go smoothly, as he has an appointment downtown, but obviously he was wrong. He studies what he can see of the man in the mirror. A pale disk of face, late forties, running a little to fat. Stiff sandy hair, sideburns somewhat longer than the current fashion in New York, a dark suit jacket with a gold pin of some fraternal order in the lapel, a thick tie with a heavy, mixed pattern. An out-of-towner, a hick. A little cornpone in the voice, too. A Southerner? That would be unusual. Southerners usually did it themselves.

“No, we don’t discuss the details,” Mr. Ballantine says. “You give me twenty-five now and it gets done and you give me twenty-five again. That’s it, end of discussion.”

“I don’t know. That’s a lot of money, you know. Just to hand over to someone you never seen before.”

Not Southern; a hillbilly of some kind. Mr. Ballantine is tempted to cut it off right there, tell the hick to get lost, but he has already invested some time and money. He has paid the bartender who picked up the job, and the guy the bartender told, who told him and set up the meeting. He could write that off as overhead, but still . . .

“Look,” says Mr. Ballantine, “you never did this before, am I right?”

“Yeah, but . . .”

“I’ve done it a lot, which tells you something. That I know what I’m doing. Because, you know, this is illegal.”

A short bark of a laugh from the rear seat.

“Right, and I’m still here, on the outside. Also, think about it for a minute: I’m dealing all the time with people who want to get rid of other people, they’re not going to sit down for getting ripped off. I wouldn’t be in business if I did that. This is the way it has to be. No questions. I don’t know you, you don’t know me. You don’t know who I’m going to get to do the job. He doesn’t know you. Me, I’m just a voice on the phone and an envelope full of cash in his post office box as far as he’s concerned. Everyone is sealed off from everyone else, you understand? Seal-off is the main thing. That and the professional job, experienced personnel, guaranteed operation, and so forth. Now, I’m not saying there’s not cheaper ways to go.”

“For example?” said the man in the backseat, his tone avid. Mr. Ballantine checked his mirror. The man’s eyes were wide with interest.

“For example, you could find some guys in a bar around where you come from, a couple of tough guys, what d’y’call them, good old boys. And you could give them a couple of grand and they’d go do it for you. Assuming they do it at all and not get drunk and fuck it up, it’d take maybe three, four days before they told someone, or the cops traced something they dropped at the scene back to them, and a couple of hours after that, they’d come and arrest you, because those boys’ll give you up quicker than shit. On the other hand, you saved all that money.”

“I’m not that stupid, Mr. Ballantine,” said the man coldly, after a brief silence.

“We don’t know that yet. If you’re not stupid, either you’re going to forget about the job, kiss and make up with this fella, or you’re going to give me twenty-five large in assorted unconsecutive currency. Those are the two non-stupid options. Up to you, Jim. I could care less either way.”

“I’ll have to think about it,” said the man, easing across the seat. “Other people are involved in this.”

That would be another mistake, thought Mr. Ballantine, but said nothing as the man walked back to his rental. When the car had disappeared, Mr. Ballantine got out into the heat and snapped off the magnetized fake New York plates and tossed them in the trunk, revealing the authentic Jersey plates underneath. Sealing it off.

*  *  *

The voices of children woke her out of a sun-dazed nap and she sat up in the beach chair, checking first of all to see if Lizzie was there, and of course she was, building her sand castle where the sand got damp. There were two boys, about ten years old, both dark-haired and lean, one in a red Speedo suit and one in baggy cutoffs. They were splashing in the shallows of the Sound, playing with something big and black, a truck-tire inner tube? In the distance was an adult, obscure now in the glare and salt haze. A woman.

Rose allowed herself a moment of annoyance. Crab Point was a private beach, although who it actually belonged to just now was a lawyer’s guess. But it had been in her family for generations. She had come here as a child, to the big white house on the beach, and she had brought the boys here when they were babies, and now, after a long hiatus, she had brought Lizzie, and who was this woman to come here as if it were a public park, with her two noisy kids and her—

Dog. The thing was the size of a calf, black, dripping sea spray and slaver, and it was rushing directly at her and Lizzie. Her belly jumped with fear. She started to get to her feet to get between the monster and her little girl, who was kneeling next to her sand castle, her back to the onrushing dog, oblivious.

There came a piercing double whistle and the dog, now not more than three yards from Rose, spun instantly around like a mechanical toy, throwing a gout of sand as it skidded, and immediately began to race back toward the other woman.

Who waved and called, “Sorreeee!”

Rose experienced a rush of anger, at the woman and that animal, but also at herself, for her appalling cowardice. She had never been frightened of dogs before.

“Can I go in, Mom?” asked Lizzie. “It’s boiling.” She had her little red tube around her waist.

“Sure, honey, I’ll come with you.” Rose was afraid of the water, too, afraid of letting the girl go in by herself, although Lizzie had been a good swimmer since the age of five. When had she become a coward? As soon as she asked the question, she knew.

From the water, floating on her back, she watched the other woman spread her blanket and set up her backrest, and, with somewhat more interest, her undressing. She wore a small, blue-striped bikini, although she was rather mature for a bikini—late thirties, early forties, Rose judged. A terrific, lithe body though, obviously one of those disgusting women who could eat anything and went wiry rather than slack with age. Another reason to dislike her. Rose rolled over and began to swim back and forth on the gentle swell. Maybe she could work off a few pounds before Red got here.

The next day, the woman was there again, with the boys and the dog, although the dog did not repeat its threatening dash. It played with the boys or sat like a basalt sphinx by the woman’s side. She waved, and Rose returned a barely polite one. The next three days were the same. They arrived around four and stayed for a couple of hours. The woman rubbed herself with baby oil, but did not apply sunblock, nor was she apparently worried about her children burning up, unlike Rose herself, who was constantly laving her own skin and that of her daughter with Plus 20.

The boys were identical twins. Through her covert observations, Rose learned that the one with the red Speedo was called Zik, and the one in the baggies was Zak. They were oddly different: Zik spent his time making elaborate sand sculptures; Zak spent his chasing shore-birds, and throwing sticks for the dog, and building crude sand castles, which he demolished with thrown clods as soon as built. Eventually he would squash part of his brother’s work and there would be a short, noisy brawl.

Rose was glad the woman kept to herself, but she could not help her curiosity. On a trip into Holden, she’d asked Donna Offut at the grocery, who knew everything, and learned that the family was from the City and had bought the old Wingfield farm. The woman raised big dogs and trained them for guard work. There was a husband, too, who worked in New York and came out on the weekends.

The woman was named Ciampi. Apparently she’d made a pile in the market and spent a chunk of it buying and fixing up the derelict place. In all, thought Rose, not the sort of person she particularly wanted to know. The South Shore was, of course, loaded with that type, but up until now the less attractive, less accessible far North Shore had been relatively unscathed by nouveaux hordes. But maybe that was going, too; another little gritty bit of sadness.

On the fifth day, the Ciampi woman arrived without the dog and with only Zik in tow. She waved, and Rose waved back and watched the usual baby oil routine. Rose was again astounded. Had the woman never heard of cancer? And letting that boy run around in this blazing sun was close to child abuse. Had she appeared stark naked, Rose could not have been more shocked. On the contrary, she might even have approved, as long as a reasonable sunscreen had been applied. Rose adjusted her position under the shadow of her beach umbrella to leave no skin subject to the toxic rays. Taking up her Harper’s, she read four pages about the horrendous state of agricultural inspection before dozing off.

When she opened her eyes, she found Lizzie and the boy were building a sand castle of prodigious size, not the usual lumpy kid construction, but something far more sophisticated, with sheer, smooth walls pierced by arched gates, buttresses, and high, round towers. The boy was dabbing wet sand onto the structure and talking, weaving a story about the tiny lead figures they were arranging on the walls, a dungeons-and-dragons sort of tale: wizards, warlocks, imprisoned queens, dark riders, heroic elves. Lizzie was chattering along with this, as if she had known the boy for years. Rose listened, fascinated and amazed. It had never happened in her experience that a ten-year-old boy had volunteered to play with a girl of the same age. Then Lizzie became aware of her mother’s stare and grew self-conscious enough to break the enchantment. She stood and walked over to Rose’s blanket, the boy following.

“We want a drink,” said Lizzie, reaching into the insulated bag.

“Drink, please. And offer one to your friend, Elizabeth,” said Rose, smiling at the boy, and getting her first close look at him. He was at the very peak of his boyish beauty, and the peak in his case was remarkably high. Dark curls, bisque skin, large black eyes with thick, unforgivable lashes, a cupid-bow mouth, and the germ of what would become a straight Roman nose.

“What do you want, Giancarlo, Coke or Sprite?” asked Lizzie.

“Coke, please,” said the boy, and Rose said, “I thought your name was Zik?”

“Oh, that’s my baby name. My brother is Isaac or Zak and so I had to be Zik. Parental humor, ho ho. My brother is the only one who still calls me Zik.” He lowered his voice and looked grave. “He’s profoundly retarded.”

Rose’s brow twisted in sympathy. “Oh, how awful. I’m sorry.”

“Yes, well, we try to cope and all. That’s why he’s not here today. He had to go to Creedmore for his . . . you know, his treatments.”

Lizzie said, “Their dog killed all their rabbits, Mom.”

“Yes,” said the boy. “It was a huge mess. He ravaged them. There were bunny parts all over. That’s why he’s not here either. My mother flogged him with the dog whip and locked him in the cellar. She might shoot him, or sell him to, you know, a dogfight man.” He took a long sip from his Coke as they stared. “Boy, I was really thirsty. My mom never brings anything but beer, but, you know, a couple of beers on a hot day and I get a headache and Zak is uncontrollable and has to be whipped.”

“Whipped?” said Rose with a gulp.

“Oh, sure. My mom’s quite the flogger. Look!” He half-twisted to show his upper back. Two thin parallel scars ran from his shoulder almost to his spine, pale against the tan. “I overturned a pitcher of martinis and she got out the dog whip on me. She’s totally out of control when she gets plastered. I think she feeds us beer to destroy our brain cells. She’s really quite sadistic. She used to give my sister sherry in her baby bottle.”

“Did it work?” asked Lizzie, openmouthed.

“Partially. My sister speaks forty-eight languages perfectly, but otherwise she’s a complete idiot. She sometimes puts her shoes on the wrong foot.”

Rose sighed and said tartly, “You know, it’s one thing to make up stories and another thing to tell fibs. I’m sure your family would be very unhappy if they heard you talking about them that way.”

Giancarlo’s response was a smile of such devastating charm that light seemed to leap from his face, and Rose’s irritation melted away and she laughed, reflecting in the moment that laughs had been few and far between recently. Lizzie broke into giggles, too. In a moment they were all three roaring like a sitcom laugh track.

“What’s the joke?”

Rose looked up and saw that Giancarlo’s mother was standing at the edge of their beach blanket, holding a long-neck Schlitz.

“I was being amusing, Mom,” said Giancarlo.

“I bet,” said Marlene. She nodded to Rose. “Hi, I’m Marlene Ciampi. I’m more or less responsible for this creature.” Rose introduced herself and her daughter, who asked, “Did your dog really eat up all the rabbits?”

Marlene gave her son a sharp look. “A rabbit got out and Gog chased it. Gog is not built for chasing rabbits. The rabbit is safe. What other lies did he concoct?”

“He said you flogged him with a dog whip and gave him a scar,” said Lizzie.

“That’s more of a prediction,” said Marlene. “In point of fact, he got those scratches falling on a bale of razor wire he was told more than once not to go near.”

“And I assume his brother isn’t retarded either,” said Rose.

“What!”

“He is,” insisted the boy. “She’s in total denial about it.”

Marlene went after him with an openhanded roundhouse aimed at the red Speedo, which he easily dodged. He danced away, laughing maniacally. “See! Child abuse! That proves it, Mom.”

The children went back to their sand castle, chortling.

“Pull up a beach,” said Rose, and Marlene sat. Rose noticed with a distinct shock that the woman was missing several joints of the small fingers of her left hand. Otherwise, she was remarkably beautiful, in a Mediterranean way. “He must be quite a handful,” Rose said, “with that imagination. Is his brother the same?”

“Completely different in every respect. You can barely get a word out of him. Gianni, as you see, is an artist.” Giancarlo was carving a delicate arch in a thin curtain of sand.

“I don’t see how he gets it to stick together,” said Rose. “It’s marvelous.”

“Oh, yes. Sometimes a little too marvelous for daily use. Zak never picks up a crayon. His thing is war, guns, blowing things up, taking things apart, heavy machinery. That’s why he skipped the beach today. We’re having a backhoe in to rip out and replace a water pipe to the kennels. Watching a backhoe is his idea of paradise.”

“He should meet my husband. They’d have a lot to talk about.”

“Your husband runs a backhoe?”

“A dragline. Or did. He’s with the union now.”

“Really? I’m not sure I know what a dragline is.”

“It’s an excavation machine. The bucket can take a hundred and fifty yards at a bite, three hundred tons or so. The powerhouse is the size of a small office building. They use them in open-pit mining.”

“Presumably not on Long Island, though.”

Rose laughed. “Oh, no. Robbens County, West Virginia. That’s where we’re from. Or that’s where Ralph is from. I’m from next door. The big white house.”

“There’s a story there.”

“Oh, yes. Oh, yes, indeed.”

“I want to hear it. Let me get the beer.”

So Marlene dragged her cooler over and they sat under the umbrella and slowly drank and rubbed the icy bottles against neck and forehead, watching the slow, remarkable extension of Giancarlo’s sand palace, and talking. Rose talked, rather, and Marlene listened. She seemed good at it, professional even, and Rose was not surprised to learn that she had been a prosecuting attorney in New York and later a private detective.

Marlene, for her part, after offering the minimum personal data, was content to let the other woman ramble on. Rose Heeney was the sort of woman she had never been much interested in, a type she privately called the Cheerleader. She had been exposed to a number at Smith. They had golden hair and blue eyes and were fair and round of limb. They wore kilts and circle pins and had bright, straight teeth. They strolled in laughing gaggles, dated fraternity boys, and married early—she read their names (invariably triple-barreled) in the alumnae news. And Rose Wickham Heeney was what they became, it seemed. Or not quite. Heeney had not been in the master plan of the Wickhams. They had not envisioned an Irish roughneck dragline operator for their golden girl.

They focused, naturally enough, on the kids. Besides Lizzie, there were two sons, Emmett, twenty, and Daniel, eighteen. The former had gone to Wheeling for a couple of years, then dropped out to work in the pit. Dan was at MIT. Marlene detected regret in her tone, and a pride in the younger that could never be fully expressed lest it hurt the older boy.

“Do you really have a daughter,” Rose asked, “or did he make that up, too?”

“No, Lucy’s real enough. She’s in Boston, too, as a matter of fact, at BC, a freshman.”

“Oh, good,” Rose said, smiling. “And I assume she doesn’t speak forty-eight languages and can put her shoes on right.”

“I don’t know about the shoes, but she does speak something like that many.”

“You’re kidding me!”

“No, actually not. She’s some kind of language prodigy. Scientists come in from all over the world to study her, and good luck to them. I have not been blessed with normal children. Although, Zak seems normal enough, except for being Gianni’s twin. I think he makes a practice of it. So how did you and . . . ?”

“Ralph, but everyone calls him Red.”

Marlene glanced at the blaze of copper on Lizzie’s head. “I should have guessed. How did you and Red hook up?”

“Oh, you know, my social conscience. After I got out of Vassar I messed around in New York for a year, working for a magazine, which folded, and I guess I was supposed to get a job at another magazine and wait around to get married. I mean that’s what Mom did, right? That or be a modern woman and go to professional school like you. But I didn’t want to go to professional school, and I wasn’t exactly sure I wanted to be a modern woman. The guys I was dating . . . I mean, they were all right, but you know . . .”

“Bland.”

“Bland, or totally focused on the greasy pole, or . . . I dated a sculptor with a loft in SoHo for a while, but honestly, all those people . . . I couldn’t take them seriously, the black clothes and that attitude and the constant backbiting about everyone’s work. And so I applied to VISTA.”

“After the sculptor broke your heart.”

Rose laughed longer than necessary and drank some beer. “Yeah, you got me pegged. The Foreign Legion of the white girls. They sent me to Haw Hollow, West Virginia, to help run a craft cooperative. It mainly involved bookkeeping and writing grant applications and arranging child care so the women could quilt and weave. Well, you can imagine it was quite a shock. You don’t think people live like that in America anymore. I mean white people.”

“Poor.”

“Is not the word. The whole county is kept alive by miners’ pensions. They won’t take any help from the government, you know. Extremely proud, living in these little hamlets up in the hills—hollers is what they call them. The water’s all rotten from the acid drainage. Half the county looks like moonscape from the strip and pit mines. They’re supposed to rehab the land, but a lot of them don’t—the coal companies. And they won’t just leave and go to the cities for work. They want to stay by their home places.” Rose sighed. “And so there I was, a little middle-class girl doing her social obligation, and one night I drove down to McCullensburg—that’s the local metropolis, population twelve thousand, a Mickey D, three gas stations, and a Bi-Lo—for a meeting of all the various do-good types, and after all the social workers had droned on for a while, this guy steps up to the mike, and he gives this incredible, incredible speech, all about the hard lives of the people, and how bad they’d been treated by the mine companies and the government, and how they deserved dignity. He said the mountain people were the best people in America, how they were the only ones still living the original vision of America. I mean, it was a stem-winder, and you could see he really believed it.”

“It sounds like a Pete Seeger concert.”

“Oh, right, I was the same way—nobody’s more cynical than an idealist trying to deal with twenty kids and a busted toilet. I guess you had to be there. We gave him a standing ovation. We were in the Methodist church hall and they had coffee afterward and I went up to him and told him how much I liked his speech, and he said something like, talk’s cheap, and I said, no, he inspired me, and he gave me this look, I can’t explain it, but no one had ever looked at me that way before. Penetrating, like he could peer into the bottom of my gas tank and see it was more or less empty. And he pointed to all the various social-work and church-lady and government types in the room and said, you think I inspired these people? Yeah, to applaud for a minute or two. And then they’re going to go back to doing what they’ve always been doing, taking a middle-class paycheck for helping the poor and downtrodden. They’re not going to change. They’re not going to put their bodies on the line for something.”

Rose paused and took a gulping swallow of beer. Marlene saw that she was flushed, but whether from the beer or the sun or the rush of memory, it was impossible to tell.

“He wasn’t just posing either, like a lot of lefties were back then, like college lefties, who you just knew were going to cut off their hair in a few years and go to work for some company, or keep it long and get tenure. He was the real deal. And it was Robbens County, too.” She looked at Marlene and saw the incomprehension she expected.

“No, you never heard of it. Neither had I before I got there. They used to call it Red Robbens. The unions against the owners, like it was all through the coal country back around the turn of the century, but in Robbens it was different, and worse. The labor stuff was just overlaid on top of a kind of low-level tribal war that’d been going on there for a hundred years. Some families sided with the owners, some were union, so the violence was particularly bad. For a while there were whole hollers up there with no males over twelve in them. All the men were dead or in prison. They sent in the National Guard for a while, but it didn’t stop the killing. The soldiers were afraid to go up into the hills, and there weren’t any decent roads to get them up there, either. The area didn’t really settle down until the war and the government made sure that the coal kept flowing and made the companies settle with the union. Then they started pit mining and the whole thing collapsed.” Rose stopped and laughed nervously. “Oh, God, I’m being a bore, aren’t I? You don’t want to hear about the industrial history of Robbens County, West Virginia.”

Marlene laughed, too. “Since you asked . . . but I take it there was an attraction. I mean that night.”

“Oh, God, yes. I wanted to throw my body into the cause.”

“So to speak.”

Rose chuckled. “Right, that, too. It’s such a cliché, I know—well-brought-up girl from Long Island meets working stiff. But the work—he made it seem real, not just theory but real, about really helping suffering people find their dignity. Anyway, that’s the story. After my VISTA hitch was over I moved into his place. A trailer. My parents went nuts, of course, but they had to stand for it, given the times, and the fact that in three months I was pregnant with Emmett. At least he’s white, as my father charmingly said, more than once.” Rose fell silent and looked out past the kids, to the Sound.

“So, is it almost heaven?”

Marlene asked lightly. “West Virginia? Formerly. The parts that aren’t scarred, they’re really lovely—blue hills rising out of the mist, the woods full of flowers in the spring. But the damage is awful—whole mountains reduced to slag. Majestic is less than responsible in reclamation, and they have, let’s say, a good deal of influence with the legislature.” In response to Marlene’s inquiring look Rose added, “Majestic Coal Company. They’re practically the only employer, so as you can imagine, there’s not much environmental consciousness, except for the Robbens Environmental Coalition. Which is me, and a bunch of high school students and the Presbyterian minister. And”—here Rose waved her hands and rolled her eyes—“and, McCullensburg is a little sparse culturally. On the other hand, there’s not much money. Union officials are not the best paid, if they’re honest, and Red’s as honest as they come. I got a little inheritance when I turned thirty, and we bought a crumbling farmhouse and fixed it up. Talk about stories . . . if you ever want to be truly bored, I’ll tell you about the bats, and the hornets in the well house.”

“It sounds like a good, if unexpected, life.”

“Oh, sure, it was . . . is, I mean.”

She’s going to tell me now, Marlene thought, with a certain sinking of the heart. The guy’s having an affair, the oldest boy’s on drugs, something. Marlene’s husband said that Marlene could take a stroll down Grand Street and before she’d gone two blocks, forty-three women in trouble would have leaped from doors and windows into her path. She knew the signs, anyway, a pinched look, the eyes drifting, the speech a little too positive. This one was on a tight rein, kept it in mostly, would probably come to regret this impromptu, overly casual intimacy with a stranger.

But at that moment, the kids came running up with demands to be fed, and consulting Marlene’s watch, the women realized what irresponsible sluts they had been, for it was past six, and Lizzie, although slathered with enough sunscreen to render harmless a smallish nuclear device, had developed a burn around the edges of her suit. So they packed up, pulled on shorts and tops, and walked through the dunes to the sandy blacktop road. A red, late-model Dodge pickup was parked on the shoulder.

“We walk from here. We’re just down the road,” Rose said, pointing.

“Get in,” said Marlene. “We’ll drop you off.”

Rose objected that it wasn’t necessary, but Giancarlo had already let the tailgate fall and was helping Lizzie up into the truck bed.

“Let’s go for pizza, Mom,” he said.

“Another time,” said Marlene.

“That means yes,” he said to Lizzie, and started to chant, “Pizza pizza pizza,” jumping up and down and making the truck rock on its springs.

“I can’t imagine what’s got into him,” said Marlene to Rose with feigned innocence. “He’s usually so well-behaved.” To her son she said, “What about Zak? He’s probably starving, too. And we’re all too covered in sand to sit in a restaurant. I want to take a shower and I’m sure Mrs. Heeney does, too.” Marlene was demonstrating motherly reasonableness to the civilized Rose Heeney. Had she been alone and had Giancarlo pulled a stunt like this, she would have leaped into the truck bed and tossed him out on his butt, which Giancarlo, being his mother’s son, knew very well, and which was the reason he felt free to be as brazen as a pot now.

“We can pick him up,” the boy protested. “And we can go to the Harbor Bar and sit at the outside tables. Puleeeze, Mom?”

“Oh, the dear old Harbor Bar!” said Rose. “Oh, let’s! As long as you promise to pour me home and not get dangerous drunk yourself and protect my daughter’s virtue and mine and leave 15 percent and floss after meals. Puleeeze?”

So they got into the truck and Marlene drove down the peculiarly named Second Avenue, which is what the beach road is called in that part of the North Fork, and turned at the sign that read Wingfield Farm in incised letters touched with flaking gold. It was the same sign Rose recalled, except the picture of the Holstein had been replaced by a laminated photo of a black mastiff, and where it had said Registered Holsteins, it now said:

AKC Registered Neapolitan Mastiffs

Guard Dogs Trained in the Kohler Method

They drove past it down a rutted, grass-grown path, through a thick stand of low pines, and into a large yard, shaded by a huge, dark persimmon tree and a row of ragged lilacs. At the head of the yard was a large clapboard house with a brick-colored tin roof and a screened porch. Its white paint was peeling and gray with age. A rambling rose with new flowers grew untidily up one side of the house and onto the roof. Just visible behind the house was the top of a barn, from which came the sound of mad barking. Rose cried, “Oh, it looks just the same! We used to come here for fresh butter and eggs. I haven’t been here in years.”

Marlene got out and went to the front door. The mastiff Gog was there; he whined and greeted her in the manner of his kind by shoving his wet nose into her crotch and drooling on her foot. She let him slip by her and shouted into the house for her son. Silence. She went through the house into the kitchen, once again reminding herself that she absolutely had to get rid of that flowered linoleum and the pink paint job, and went out the back to the barn. The dogs in their kennels set up a racket, and she calmed them and greeted them by name—Malo, Jeb, Gringo, all young dogs in training, and Magog, the brood bitch. Magog was lying on her side, looking dazed as five newborns tugged at her teats. “How are you baby?” Marlene asked tenderly, and allowed the animal to lick her hand. “I know just how you feel.”

Behind the barn, she saw that the yellow backhoe was still there, although deserted, together with the flatbed truck it had come on. She inspected the trench that ran from the concrete pump house halfway to the barn and saw, with dismay, that the project had been stopped by an enormous boulder squatting in its depths like a petrified rhino. She shouted out for Zak and made a perfunctory check of the other buildings—a long, swaybacked, decayed chicken coop and a dusty greenhouse—and was not surprised to find them empty of all but the lower forms of life.

Back at the truck, she saw that Gog was on his hind legs at the passenger-side window, trying to get at Rose, who had rolled up the window; her face was nearly obscured by the dog slime on the glass. Marlene called him off and dropped the truck’s tailgate. The dog leaped in, amid shrieks from Lizzie and giggles from the boy.

“That dog!” said Rose. She looked a little pale.

“He’s perfectly harmless,” said Marlene. “Mastiffs produce more saliva than any other living creature, and being naturally generous animals, they like to share it with us drool-deprived organisms.”

Rose giggled. “You’re something else. I swear, I feel like I’ve joined the circus today, our little lonely existence transformed. Where’s your other boy, by the way?”

“I have no idea, but my guess would be alien abduction.”

“You’re not worried?”

“Oh, no. They almost always bring them back after they’ve implanted the spores.”

“Seriously . . .”

“Seriously? He’s undoubtedly with Billy Ireland, my trainer, probably at a hardware store looking at flanges or valves and having the time of his life.”

Holden was little more than a half mile from the farm, a wide place on Second comprising a gas station, a grocery and general store, a miniature marina with a boat-livery/bait-’n’-tackle appendage, three motels, one with a coffee shop attached, four houses (summering as bed-and-breakfasts), and the Harbor Bar. Stuck on the narrowest point of the North Fork, Holden offered access to both the Sound and Southold Bay. It looked like old Long Island, the sort of tiny beach town that had long vanished on the South Shore or farther west; people in Holden still pronounced Montauk with the accent on the second syllable.

The Harbor Bar was a low, green-roofed white building with beer signs in the windows, backed right up to the water, with a weathered deck built out on pilings trimming it on one side and at the rear. White tin tables with beer-company umbrellas flying from them were set out on the latter, each accompanied by an odd assortment of chairs.

“ ‘For men must work, and women must weep,’ ” Rose intoned as they followed the trotting children down the deck, “ ‘and there’s little to earn and many to keep, though the harbor bar be moaning.’ My dad used to say that whenever we came here. He claimed it referred to the drunks at the bar. God! Maybe they’re all still there, still moaning.”

The children ran to a table and the women followed. The place was nearly full with an early-dinner crowd, mostly sun-reddened tourists on their way back from Shelter Island or Orient Point. One table, however (its top nearly covered with empty beer bottles), was filled with locals—two dark, tanned thirtyish men, one burly and tattooed and balding, the other ponytailed, both in cutoff jeans, muddy work boots, and wife-beater shirts, plus an older man, slim, well-knit, blue-eyed, florid, with a fine dust of graying gold on his head, and next to him, a very dirty little boy with a white hard-hat flopping on his head. The blond man caught sight of their group and nodded, smiling, at Marlene, a deep nod, nearly a bow, but nothing mocking about it. The boy saw her, too, and Marlene was not surprised to see appear on his face an expression far from that which ought to blossom on the face of a lad observing his beloved mom, but something much more like dismay. Marlene ignored him and sat down. The children did the same, immediately grabbing the crayons and starting the paper games thoughtfully provided on the place mats.

“The prodigal son is getting his bag on after a hard day’s work,” Marlene remarked, and, following Rose’s look over at the other tables, added, “The Damico brothers, Gary and Phil, general contractors, and Billy Ireland. I think I’ll just leave the four of them alone. They look too crude for the likes of us.”

“They would be the Shelley Society in McCullensburg,” said Rose.

Marlene picked up a little card stuck to the chrome stand that held packets of sweetener. “Gosh, anchovies and artichokes is the special pizza and they’re doing crab cakes, by which I can tell it’s Friday.” She waved to flag down a waitress. “I’m sorry to say we can’t get shit-faced. I have to pick up my husband at eight oh seven.”

“I bet he’s not crude,” said Rose.

“Oh, he has his crude moments. But generally he’s the Shelley Society compared to me.”

“Your trainer is staring at you. Not necessarily an employee-employer look, if I may say so.”

“Yes, well, that’s partly why I keep him around,” said Marlene. “And he’s terrific with the dogs.”
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MARLENE SAT ON A WOODEN bench outside the little Southold railroad station and stroked her dog’s velvety ears as she waited for her husband’s train to appear. Marlene was a Romantic, like many people who were highly religious in youth and are no longer so, and all Romantics love trains, even cheesy commuter trains. Although she knew her husband as well as she knew herself (better, if truth be told), she still wished for him to be ever a dark stranger. So, waiting in the gathering dusk, and nearly alone on the platform, she amused herself by striking different poses before her reflection in the glass of a trade-school advertisement while entertaining fantastic thoughts.

Such as getting on this train and staying on it to the end of the line and then back to the City, and staying on trains and getting off in strange cities, and staying in hotels, always second-class hotels near the station, and then boarding another train for another city, and living an anonymous life, and dying, finally, on the Orient Express. Marlene loved her family, of course, and the main attraction of this fantasy was that it would remove them all from the sphere of danger and catastrophe that she felt she dragged around with her. She had been lucky so far, but she understood that good luck builds up like an electrical charge and that at a certain point it sparks over into the bad kind. Although she now tried hard to be good, she believed that the pattern of her life almost demanded this result: that when confronted with certain kinds of situations—arrant injustice, for example, or certain forms of cruelty—she would make decisions and take actions leading to violence. She had personally killed three people and caused the death of several others, and while she hoped that this aspect of her life was over, she had no real confidence in a permanent escape.

She shook herself like her dog to put these thoughts aside and turned her attention to her business, humdrum thinking about accounts and vet fees and three-inch galvanized pipe and diesel pumps. She wished, really, that she were a struggling businesswoman supporting her children by honest labor and frugal housekeeping, but this was not the case. The kennel and training operation was a tax dodge. Marlene had made a great deal of money in the way that such money was often made in the midnineties, by being in the right place at the right time. She had been a partner in a security firm that had grown rapidly and gone public, and which had profited vastly from a spectacular rescue of a kidnapped client on the eve of its initial public offering. The stock went up and up, on its merits and on the publicity, and later as a refuge for the smart money when the dotcoms tanked. Marlene had, however, discovered that the spectacular rescue was a scam, although the people killed in it had been real enough, and had demanded a buyout, to which her partners reluctantly acquiesced. She assuaged her Godzilla of a conscience by giving almost all the money to the Church, stashed in a religious foundation. A Jesuit named Michael Dugan ran it for her, as Billy Ireland ran the dog farm. So she could slip away without anyone really noticing she was gone. The twins had each other, Karp had his work, Lucy had her forty-eight languages. They would all sit down to dinner and wonder why there was no food. No, that was unfair to Lucy; she could cook as well as Marlene herself.

Idiot thoughts. Demonic ravings. She was a little crazy, too, tried to keep it under control, mostly a success, except when she drank. She shook herself again, and this time the dog took this as a cue to shake, too. Unlike his mistress, he sent long streamers of white drool in every direction. She stared at her reflection and made gargoyle faces, crossing her eyes. She could really cross them now that she had been fitted with the latest high-tech socket for the left one, which was fake. Now they tracked together, instead of, as before, the fugazy staring out motionless like the orb of a dead mackerel. Most people no longer thought she looked odd, which said something about the perceptions of most people.

She checked her watch, arose, and looked down the track, into the reddening west. Tiny twin balls of light hovered above the rails out at the limits of vision. It was rather nice having a little summer vacation from being married, she thought. Karp came only on the weekends, so it was almost like college dating again, except you knew the guy wouldn’t be a complete asshole, assuming one’s husband was not one and you still loved him. Hers was not, by and large, and she did, by and large, although she was not adverse to having an attractive stranger around on the weekdays. Not that she would ever do anything, knowing herself to be the kind of woman who, once unfaithful, would bring her whole life crashing down and end up penniless and drunk in a trailer park in Tempe, Arizona.

She sat down on the bench again. The dog hadn’t moved, since she had down-stayed him and hadn’t spoken the release. The dog would have stayed there had a butcher’s cart overturned before him and strewn the platform with prime rib. Billy Ireland was a hell of a trainer. She smiled and cooed at the dog, who wagged his tail, but still didn’t budge. The train pulled in and a woman and two men got off. One of these, very tall and broad-shouldered, carrying a canvas overnight bag, and dressed in a beautifully cut tropical-weight blue pinstripe, was her husband, Roger Karp, universally known as Butch. She watched him look up and down the platform. He saw her coming toward him with the huge dog at her heels, and she observed, first, how tired he seemed, his face gray and heavy with the City, and then how it lit up when he saw her. Oh, good! They embraced and kissed, not just a suburban-wife-at-station peck, but a real kiss with plenty of chewing, like teenagers. It was always something of a surprise to both of them that they were still interested although they had been married since the Carter administration.

They walked arm in arm to the truck. “So how was the week that was?” she asked.

“Don’t ask.” He settled himself in the passenger seat and waited as she let the dog into the back and got in behind the wheel.

“You look tired.”

“You look great. You’re tan. You’ve been lounging on the beach.”

“Uh-huh. I met our neighbor there this afternoon. She’s got a little girl the twins’ age.”

“Our neighbor? That old couple?”

“No, on the other side. In the big white house.”

“I thought that was empty.”

“Me, too, but she’s opening it up. They’re going to sell it. Her dad kicked off and there’s some kind of inheritance tangle. I got her drunk and pried out her secrets. They’re a fine old Long Island family fallen on hard times. A nice woman, though—Rose Wickham Heeney.”

“Heeney?”

“Yeah, it doesn’t go with the other names. Apparently she married a working stiff from Appalachia, which didn’t fly too great with the folks.”

“So you have a basis.”

She gave him a sharp look. Karp’s family was a sore point. “Yes, and not only that, there’s something worrying her. She’ll be talking away and then kind of freeze and look around for the kid, a little panic reaction.”

“Well, you know how to pick ’em.”

“I’m not getting involved. Meanwhile she’s someone to talk to, and the little girl’s a doll. GC is smitten.”

“How are they?”

“Thriving. Zak has his rat gun and Billy to tag around after, Gianni is building sand castles of ever greater extent and complexity and he’s farming up a storm. They stay out of each other’s hair.”

“And your felon?”

“My felon is fine, and I wish you wouldn’t call him that. He did his jolt and he’s a citizen now.”

“Aren’t there any girl dog trainers?”

“Women. Of course, but I haven’t found anyone as good as Billy Ireland.” She slowed the truck for the turn off Route 25. The sun had sunk at last into Queens and the world had turned pearly blue. She switched on the truck’s lights. “You’re just jealous. You think we’re doing it on the kibble sacks.”

“Are you?”

“Not on the kibble sacks. And again she asks, changing the subject, how was your week, darling?”

“Hot. It was over ninety all week and it’s only June.”

“I mean work.”

A cloud came over his face. “Fine. The usual.” Which meant, not fine. Unusually awful.

But he greeted the boys cheerfully enough when they ran out to mob him, and he seemed more relaxed, later, at the table, dressed in worn jeans and a T-shirt. The twins filled him in on the week’s events, including a detailed description by Zak of the backhoe operation and of each of the four rats he had stalked and killed, and from Giancarlo, a long summary of the rules of a swords-and-sorcery fantasy game he had invented, and a crop report, corn and carrots, tomatoes, potatoes, lettuce. She noted, however, that Karp drank two beers, as much alcohol as she had seen him consume at one sitting, and that, try as he might, his attention was drifting.

“Zik has a girlfriend,” announced Zak when they were clearing the table.

“I do not!”

“Yes, he does. She has red hair. He loves her.” A snarling chase through the house, which Karp broke up by grabbing each boy under an arm and dragging them out to the porch, where he plopped the three of them down on the rusty glider.

“It’s true,” Zak insisted.

“Is it true, Giancarlo?”

“No. I have a friend and she’s a girl, but she’s not a girlfriend. I’m too young to have a girlfriend.”

“I see. When had you planned to start?”

“When I’m sexually mature, Dad,” said Giancarlo, which reduced his brother to choking giggles.

After this had subsided, Zak said, “Billy Ireland taught me how to drive the truck. I can put it in second.”

“Really? Does your mom know about this?”

“Oh, you know—Mom knows everything.”

Later, when the boys were in bed, Karp sat on this same glider with his wife, who was drinking Rémy out of a juice glass. The night was humid and warm, but there was a comfortable salt breeze from the Sound. Crickets sawed away in the surrounding trees, invisible in the country dark, real darkness, which Karp always found disconcerting after the City’s perpetual glow. They had turned off the lights in the house. Then a light appeared from the small window under the barn’s eaves. It came from the small apartment occupied by the dog trainer.

Which reminded Karp. “What’s this I hear about Ireland letting Zak drive the truck?”

“Oh, it’s just on the property. He’s thrilled about it. You know how he is.”

“It’s still dangerous.”

Marlene shifted to look directly at him. “No, it’s not, and you don’t really think so, either. You’re pissed off about something at work and you are about to start a wrangle to get your ya-ya’s off at me.”

“I’m not.”

“Everything’s perfect at the office?”

“Yeah, it’s fine.”

“Oh, bullshit!”

“Marlene, forget it. I’m just tired.”

“What are you tired about? I thought you conquered crime up there. You’re not a kid ADA running around Centre Street with fifty open cases. You have a nice office, a glamorous secretary, minions at your beck and call . . .”

“Marlene, be serious. I’m chief assistant district attorney of New York County. There are a lot of pressures . . .”

“Like what?”

“Nothing.” Long pause. A release of breath. “Jack’s calling me off the congressman.”

Marlene raised her eyes to heaven and her palms upward. “Thank you!” And to him: “Why do I always have to worm it out of you?”

“Because it’s my problem, okay? Why should I bring that shit home?”

“It’s not your problem. It’s our problem, because when you’re pissed off at that fucking office, you snarl, and pick nits, and get on everyone’s nerves. My nerves, to tell the truth. The boys are so glad to see you, you could whip them with coat hangers and they wouldn’t mind. So give! What’s with the congressman?”

Karp cleared his throat. His childhood memory did not recall a single scene in which his father had talked business with his mother, and despite the years he had lived with Marlene the process remained uncomfortable, unnatural.

“Well, you’ll recall we had that election last year, and I think that’s what’s behind this. McBright got 48.6 percent of the vote against Jack, including nearly 80 percent of the nonwhite vote. The congressman campaigned very hard for McBright.”

“Being a black guy himself.”

“That is a racist comment and unworthy of you,” said Karp primly. “I’m sure the congressman thought he was the better man for the job. However, that’s the fact. Given the demographics of the City, in the future it will be very hard to win office in New York County conceding 80 percent of the nonwhite vote. Are you sure you want to hear this?”

“I’m riveted and would be even more so if you would tickle my head.”

Karp started to massage his wife’s scalp and continued. “Okay, this started with looking at dirty money uptown. The congressman naturally has a campaign fund. Many uptown notables and businesses contribute to this fund. Among the biggest contributors is a firm called Lenox Entertainment Enterprises. They own clubs and restaurants and movie houses, uptown mainly but also all over the City. The firm makes a corporate contribution, as do a large number of its employees, up to the personal max. This is hard money, by the way, right into the congressman’s coffers. You wouldn’t think that a guy who cleaned up a movie house after the show could afford to drop a grand on a political campaign, but it is so. And not just one, either.”

“That’s America, God bless her!” said Marlene. “Lower, please.”

“Okay, shady campaign funding . . . not our problem, really. But it turns out that one of the partners in Lenox is a person named Waylin Pennant, aka Beemer Pennant. Or Pimp Pennant, as we like to call him. Who is definitely our problem. This campaign stuff is what tickled our interest, in fact.”

“Gosh, Butch, if pimps can’t give money to politicians, they’ll have to shut down K Street. Or Texas.”

“True, it’s Mr. Pennant’s right to support the candidate of his choice with money beaten out of whores. Pennant, by the way, is not just your average street Mac. He seems to have industrialized the process, like the Mob did back in the old days. Basically, he doesn’t run girls himself—pimps pay him for territories, and he probably gets a rake-off out of most of the fleshly commerce in the City. And he does the usual loan-sharking and so on. No drugs, though. He’s a smart cookie.”

“Yes, I would stick to fleshly commerce myself, were I to go bad.”

“Badder than you currently are, you mean.”

“Yes. Were you thinking of taking me up to bed?”

“In a minute,” said Karp. “You asked for this and you’re going to get it. To resume. Beemer is a major bad guy. We’ve had some killings we like him for, not directly thus far, but people he had beefs with have tended to end up dead more than pure probability would allow. His vics aren’t taxpayers, of course, but my position is, it’s bad for our image if guys get to commit murder with impunity. It’s against the law.”

“I love it when you say that. It makes little shivers run up and down my thighs.”

“Ditto,” said Karp. “Now, we don’t have much hope of nailing Pennant for the heavy stuff, but we figured he might be vulnerable to an Al Capone move. We assume he’s laundering his dirty money through Lenox, so we look. We subpoena their books and . . . surprise, surprise. Lenox is not all that profitable, although it’s extemely generous to its employees in the form of bonuses. Pennant is drawing only a modest salary from Lenox, not nearly enough to support his lifestyle. And he pays his taxes on it to the penny. So if pimp money goes into Lenox, it doesn’t seem to come out, or at least not into Pennant’s wallet.”

Marlene finished her drink, slipped down, and rested her head on Karp’s lap. He was now able to use both hands on her head and did. She sighed and closed her eyes.

“I’m putting you to sleep with this, right?”

“Oh, not at all. This is divine: head rub and complex criminal procedure. I’m in heaven. Go on—so how does he launder his pimp money if not through Lenox?”

“Okay, so we’re looking hard at young Beemer, his associates, their businesses, et cetera, and we find Danila Wilson. Ms. Wilson is very close to Pennant; you might say she’s an intimate associate of his. She owns and operates a publicity agency, Wilson, Lowery, Jones.”

“A front?”

“Not at all. A legitimate agency, that does legitimate publicity. They have rap stars, and straight businesses, and artists. This is a high-class operation. But a nice chunk of their business, it turns out, is managing the congressman’s public image and his campaigns. They print up the posters and do the TV commercials. And it’s kind of funny because even though the congressman is in his twelfth term and regularly wins by thirty-point margins, he pays them a very large amount of money. Inordinate, you might even say.”

“Like how much?”

“Oh, for this campaign, four point three mil.”

“Got it,” said Marlene. “The pimp money goes in as fake contributions from Pennant’s smurfs and comes back out to him as overpayments to his girlfriend’s company.”

“You’re really smart, Marlene. Do you think it has anything to do with me massaging your head all these years?”

“Maybe, maybe not, but I think it would be prudent to keep doing it. I’m thinking a state case is going to be hard to make.”

“Yes, that was Jack’s point. Obviously, the way you handle something like this is you grab up the little guys, hit them with a blizzard of charges. We’d go with first-degree falsifying business records, because of the intent to conceal another felony, which in this case would be the pimping operations, and, of course, the 470.10 money-laundering second degree, nice felonies, and we’d hope that they’d deal, roll the big guys, right up to Pennant and Wilson, and Soames.

“Who is . . . ?”

“Sorry, Alonzo P. Soames, Soapy Soames—our congressman’s campaign manager and main guy uptown. He actually writes the checks to Wilson and would obviously know the whole story.”

“But . . . ?”

“We have some likely little guys, people making just over min wage, who got five-figure bonuses, and paid it all into the campaign war chest. Phony on the face of it, and enough to warrant a search of the relevant paper—the campaign records, and Wilson’s, but I’ve been told that’s a no-no. In writing. Basically Jack doesn’t want to go up against that crowd right now. He thinks it would look like a vendetta against the people who supported his opponent. Especially with Ku Klux Karp as the lead agitator.”

“They’re still calling you that?”

“Not to my face, but it’s well-known I’m this big racist,” said Karp bitterly. “Jack adverts to it often in his subtle way. My own theory is that he wants me around mainly to keep the white vote in his pocket, one of the little ironies of my life. It goes to show you, once you’re blackened, so to speak, in New York politics, that’s all she wrote.”

“So why don’t you quit?”

“Marlene, don’t start that again . . .”

She sat up abruptly and looked him in the face. “No, really. It’s not like we need the money.”

“What would I do? Conduct a practice devoted to defending us against dog-bite lawsuits?”

“That would be more fun than what you’re doing now, although my dogs only bite people who deserve it. Besides, I’m a lawyer.”

“You could’ve fooled me.”

“Oh, don’t get all spiky, again, for God’s sake. We were just beginning to be cozy.” She laid herself back again on his lap. “Okay, so then what are you going to do?”

“I don’t know. Wait for something to turn up that Jack will have to move on. Leak to the press. Bluff. The usual, what I’ve been reduced to.”

“What we should do is put the twins in boarding school and head for Europe.”

He ignored this. “What irks me is that he really doesn’t give a shit one way or the other about Pennant and the congressman. What he really wants is for me to admit that it’s okay to screw around with cases for political advantage.”

“So admit it,” said Marlene sensibly. “It’s true, isn’t it?”

“Let’s go to bed.”

After a pause, she said, “Yes, let’s. I assume you’ll want to bother me with your disgusting lusts, as usual.”

“Not at all. I got a very satisfying blow job from Big Albertine the transvestite on my way to Penn Station. I’m quite depleted.”

“We’ll see about that.”

*  *  *

Karp was awakened just after dawn the next morning by gunfire. Bang. He jumped wildly out of bed. Bang bang.

And thumped his head against the narrow, sloping ceiling. Cursing and crouching, he went to the window, raised the roller shade, and peered down at the farmyard below, which was rose-gray and long-shadowed in the early light. He saw in extreme foreshortening a wiry, yellow-haired man in a white T-shirt and jeans: Ireland, the trainer. One of the mastiffs stood by his left side. The dog was wearing a training harness and a long lead. Ireland led the dog slowly toward the chicken house. As they reached about ten feet from it, its door flung open violently and a man Karp had never seen before leaped out. He was big, unshaven, wore a dirty raincoat and a black cowboy hat, and had a small black pistol in his hand. He yelled something incomprehensible and fired two shots into the air. The mastiff barked and heaved against the lead as the man vanished back into the building. Ireland said something to the dog and walked away with it. A minute later the man came out of the chicken house carrying his hat and coat. Karp saw Marlene come into view and walk off with him. Some kind of dog test, Karp imagined. He knew nothing about dog training and had no interest in learning anything about it. He thought the dog farm a dubious enterprise, rich in possibilities for torts and tax trouble.

He showered and dressed in cutoffs and an old, faded Hawaiian shirt, a member of a large collection he owned, as it was the family joke to give him one every birthday. This one showed big, tan pineapples and green palm fronds against black. He went down to the kitchen, where he found coffee in the Braun and a box of doughnuts open on the table, together with the Times. Karp poured, selected a cinnamon, and sat down to peruse. The house was quiet except for the thudding of the elderly refrigerator. From outside he could hear faint sounds of barking, a boy’s call, the distant rumble of a large engine.

The back screen door popped open and the unshaven man came in. He stopped short when he saw Karp.

“Oh, sorry. I didn’t know anyone was here. Marlene said I could get some coffee and . . . ”

“Help yourself,” said Karp. The man did, and Karp was not pleased to see that he intended to take his coffee break at the table. He was a younger man than Karp had first thought, midtwenties at most, big and athletic, with a round face that the stubble made look older. After a short silence, Karp said, “And you are . . . ?”

“Oh, sorry!” The man wiped powdered sugar off his hand and stuck it out. “Alex Russell. I’m the agitator.”

“Excuse me?”

“The agitator. One of them.”

“I caught your act from the window, with the pistol.”

“Oh, yeah. That’s the first test. If they won’t stand up to an attack like that, you can forget training. Some of them pee and whine—I mean rotties, big Dobes. It’s pathetic, really. But all of your dogs so far came through great.”

“They’re her dogs,” said Karp in an undertone, and picked up his paper again in a way that suggested an end to the conversation. But Russell, sensing the void in the dog-training part of Karp’s brain, and wishing to fill it, resumed. “Yeah, I never worked with mastiffs before. Great dogs. Billy’s a great trainer, too, but I’ll tell you, and you can ask anybody in the business, the agitator makes the dog. You mess up, you don’t drop the sleeve just right, you’re a little too aggressive with a beginner, you’re a little too slack with a varminty dog, hell, you can totally throw him off. It’s all in the timing. And the acting. I mean, you got to act like a slimeball, you know? I mean really feel like you’re up to bad shit. The dogs can tell if you’re not sincere. Hi, Marjorie.”

Karp looked up as the screen door banged open again. A pretty woman of about thirty with a big mop of dark curls walked directly to the coffeemaker and poured herself a cup. She sat down in an empty chair and poured in cream and sugar. “That Jeb is a handful,” she said.

Russell said, “I know it. I got bruises up and down my arm.”

The woman seemed to notice Karp for the first time. “You’re the husband.”

“I am. Who are you?”

“Marjorie Rolfe.”

“Don’t tell me. You’re an agitator, too.”

“You can tell, huh?”

“Uh-huh. My first clue was that you’re wearing quilted bib overalls made out of leather. Unless that’s a fashion statement.”

“Oh, no,” she said straight-faced, “that’s part of the gear. The dogs are trained to go for the arm. We got sleeves, you know, to protect the arm. But some of them get excited, especially if you’re down and they could bite you someplace else. See, that’s why we have to wear these scratch pants.”

“I think I’m following you,” said Karp, putting down his paper. “So this is how you guys make a living, as dog agitators?”

They both laughed. Karp saw that the woman had a canine tooth missing. “Heck, no,” said Russell. “I mean we get paid good money by the hour, but it ain’t no living. No, I work down at the Safeway. Marjorie’s a groomer.”

“And, what? You answered an ad?”

“Oh, no,” said Marjorie cheerfully. “We know Billy from the NA at St. Malachy’s. We’re all three junkies together. Recovering junkies.”

The other two started talking about dogs and cars and the various afflictions that arose in the marginal life, and Karp finished his Times browse and his coffee and went outside. The sun was up over the barn now and already warming the air. Karp had been out to the dog farm a number of times since Marlene had purchased it, but never before when dog training was going full blast. He had always wanted a summer place on the Island; they had spoken of it often when they had both been struggling ADAs, but Karp had imagined a little cottage in Quogue, not this sprawling, crumbling spread at the end of the North Fork. Nor the felon, nor the huge dogs, nor the junkies in the kitchen, either. On the other hand, if you were married to Marlene Ciampi, you had to expect a little louche in your life. Marlene was not a Quogue-cottage person.

On the other other hand, this feeling was real, the one he had nearly all the time, of things out of control, of impending disaster, of entering the scratchy borderlands of the crazy country, and it was not good, he did not want to live the rest of his life feeling this way. If work had been going well—that was another thing, that remark about how he should quit and do something else. Guys worked and supported their families, they did an honest day’s work and took what shit they had to and put something away to send the kids to college and to retire on, that was what guys were for. It had never occurred to Karp that he would be in a situation where no sacrifice would be necessary. He had made a bundle once himself, working as a private litigator, but he had not liked it much, suing faceless enterprises or defending them. What was the point? Whereas when you stood up for the People, there was something real behind it. Or not, as it seemed recently. And now he could no longer see himself as a . . . martyr was too strong, he would never have said that, although he was in fact the kind of man who would take a bullet for a short list of causes, his family one, his friends, and a certain vision of what the law was meant to be, a vision that apparently was not broadly shared in his profession, and hardly at all within his own office. It was not like it was on the TV. So why get out of bed and go to work? To feed the kids, to keep the wolf from the door. But the kids had trusts now, the college taken care of, the little nest egg afterward, and the wolf was . . .

Circular thoughts, sliding into obsession. He told himself to stop it. It was the weekend, take a break, Butch. Take the kids to the beach. Lie down and hang out. He had one of those fat fact-filled history books he read for pleasure, no beach thrillers for Karp, no, usually something like Norwich on Byzantium, or the rise of the Dutch Republic, or McPherson or Page Smith. Okay: book, beach, relax. Round up the gang, then.

He went into the barn, which was large, sagging, plank-built, painted crumbling white, and still smelled faintly of hay and its former tenants, with an added top-note of kibble and dog. It had a loft at one end, and at the other a flight of stairs leading to the trainer’s apartment. Karp inspected the nursing Magog and her puppies. The bitch lifted her great head and gave him, the stranger, an unfriendly look and a coughing growl. Backing away, he heard a rustle from above and then a loud pop, followed by a cry from a boyish throat: “Got you!”

“Hello, who’s up there?”

“Dad, I got another one!” In a moment Zak appeared at the edge of the loft high above, grinning and dangling a huge, dead rat by the tail. Karp took a step back to avoid a falling drop of rat gore.

“Do you want to go to the beach?”

“Maybe later. I want to hunt some more. This place is crawling with them.” Zak dropped the dead animal, which fell with an unpleasant sound at Karp’s feet.

“Do you have the safety on that thing?”

“It’s automatic, Dad,” said Zak, with a touch of patronage. “It goes on when you cock it.” Zak placed the butt of the rifle against his knee and heaved the barrel down, then up with a smart click. He struck a Hemingway pose and pointed to the red tab sticking up from the foot of the breech. “See?”

Yet another thing to place in the worry file. The weapon was not, as Karp had once thought, a BB gun, but a Diana 34, a precision German weapon that could propel a .17-caliber pellet at a thousand feet per second and blow the brains out of a rat. Or child. The crazy wife had bought it for Zak’s last birthday, and he loved it more than life.

“Well, just be careful,” said Karp, and left the barn. He proceeded around the barn, where he found Marlene in consultation with a couple of contractors. Marlene gave him a friendly squeeze, but continued with her conversation, which was technical, boring, and presaged enormous expense.

After a few minutes of staring at the large rock that blocked the trench, he asked, “Where’s Giancarlo?”

“In his garden.”

Karp himself had never gardened, and as far as he knew, Marlene’s vegetable expertise was limited to windowsill herbs and houseplants, but Giancarlo had decided to grow veggies on what seemed to his father an absurdly large scale. He had studied books on the subject and arranged for the rental of a rototiller and talked his brother into helping him break the soil for it. Then he had laid the garden out with mathematical precision, using stakes and strings, and had planted and watered and fertilized and weeded. Now the taut strings were nearly obscured by young growth. Karp had no idea what any of it was, although he thought he recognized young corn. They showed it a lot in the movies.

Giancarlo was in the field with a hoe. He was wearing bib overalls over bare skin, and on his head was a ragged straw hat, once Marlene’s. When he saw Karp standing by the wire fence, he stopped, pulled off his hat, wiped his brow theatrically, looked up at the heavens, and said, “Paw, if it don’t rain soon, we gonna lose the farm.”

“Yes,” said Karp, “we’ll have to move to the city and live in miserable tenements, but someday your grandchildren will go to college. What’re you doing?”

“Hoein’.”

“I see you are. Why exactly does one hoe?”

“To rip out the weeds. You can use herbicides, too, but I don’t like them. I like hoeing. It’s hard work but it’s also really like restful. You want to try it?”

“Sure, if you think I can.”

“Well, I don’t know, Dad, it’s totally tricky.” The boy grabbed up another hoe from a collection of tools lying by the fence. “You see, the metal part here, that goes down in the dirt, and the wood part, you hold in your hands.”

“Met-al? Down?”

Giancarlo giggled. “Sorry, I guess I was going too fast for you there. See, you kind of chop down and then up and pull the weed out roots and all. You have to make sure you rotate your hips and always keep your eye on the weed. Follow through the weed.” He demonstrated.

“Got it. Point me at some weeds.”

It was restful, Karp found. After half an hour he had taken off his shirt and tied a bandanna around his head and was going down the row of feathery plants with a will, making the dirt fly. At first, his mind was full of the office, and he took out his several frustrations on the dandelions and plantains. Later on, however, these thoughts faded, and he became interested in the hoeing itself, how to lift the weed with a minimum of effort, how to keep a gentle rhythm going. At this stage it was very much like shooting baskets, he was thinking, and he briefly speculated that athletic prowess largely depended on the constant repetition of acts that were essentially as boring as pig shit. Both of the boys were reasonable athletes, but neither was as yet outstanding. They didn’t seem impelled to practice in the way he had. Still, it was early for them. He had not pushed them at all yet. Should he? He hated the men he had observed who lived their athletic dreams out through their kids, and though his own athletic dreams had been more or less blasted, he had firmly resolved not to do this to them. He had himself been a high school all-American and a standout in college until he had screwed up his knee. The knee was an artificial one now, an emptiness there that worked well enough when it worked, as now. Gradually even these thoughts faded, replaced by mere sensation: the beat of the sun on his back, the shock of impact in his hands, and the dull burning of friction where he gripped the handle. Mindless work; what he needed.

After an unknowable interval, he stopped to stretch and saw that his wife was standing by the fence, staring at him in wonder.

“I never thought I’d see the day.”

“Bring me little water, Sylvie,” sang Karp.

“How did he talk you into it?”

“He promised me a quarter of the crop and a peck o’ salt. I thought it was a pretty good deal.”

“But now you’re ready to go to the beach and have a picnic, which your wife has lovingly prepared, despite the urgencies of running a vast and complex enterprise. You look remarkably sexy as a peasant, by the way.”

“Mistress like Ivan?” said Karp, throwing down his hoe and advancing on her all sweaty and filthy, and she shrieked and they had a little chase around the garden, while Giancarlo looked on with benign interest, like a faun.

At the beach, they found Rose Heeney and her daughter, and Marlene set up her blanket and establishment adjoining and made the introductions. The boys and Karp ran off to splash around. Marlene looked sympathetically at Lizzie, who was making a good show of pretending that she did not care and rolled her eyes at Rose. “Men!”

Rose’s smile in return was weak, and her face showed more strain than it had the previous day. She said, “Lizzie, go off and play with the boys. They have a raft.”

“I’d rather stay here.”

“No, go. Build a castle, swim. Go ahead.”

Lizzie took the hint and wandered off.

“Something wrong?” Marlene inquired.

“Oh . . . yes, as a matter of fact. Red called late last night. He came back from a meeting and found someone had shot Lady, our dog. She was dead in the yard. A big stupid mutt, loved everybody. Completely useless as a guard, of course. Dan used to say she was a reverse watch-dog. She barked continuously until a burglar arrived and then she’d shut up and go lick his hand.” Rose pulled her sunglasses off and stared out to the water. Marlene saw that her eyes were wet. “Stupid dog. I don’t know how I’m going to tell Lizzie. She practically grew up with her.”

“Do they think it was a burglar?”

“No. It was some evil son of a bitch working for Weames. Escalating the threat.”

“Weames is . . . ?”

“Lester Weames. Red’s running against him for the union presidency. The Union of Mining Equipment Operators. Known as UMEO. It’s a small outfit, basically covers strip mine operators in three or four states, very Appalachian and totally corrupt. Weames has been in there for eighteen years, screwing the workers and staying cozy with the mine operators.”

“I thought they didn’t allow that anymore. I thought the feds came in . . .”

“Well, you thought wrong,” said Rose bitterly. “Southern West Virginia is not really that much a part of the US of A when you come down to it. Weames keeps the coal flowing, and the coal keeps the lights turned on and the Internet humming. Yeah, there’ve been investigations, but he’s smart. He lives modestly and he’s got a gang of loyalists around him who keep him clean. On the few occasions the feds picked up something, they threw them a couple of small fry and they went back inside the Beltway feeling they did a good day’s work. The bottom line is nobody much cares, except Red.”

“Will he win?”

“Oh, he might get the most votes. Red’s real popular among the rank and file. But whether Weames will let him actually take office is a whole other story. His guys count the ballots. It would be better for Weames, though, if Red just forgot about it. That’s been suggested in very strong terms.”
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