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For my wife, Casey Coburn,
and our four daughters.
And to the city of Lawrence
—as it was and as it will be.


ONE

THEY MET for a late lunch in a country restaurant noted for its gentility, New England charm, and chicken pot pies. Their window table, adorned with a slender vase of cut flowers, overlooked the springtime glitter of a pond and sparks from the flutter of redwing blackbirds. The man shifted his large feet. “I had a hard time finding this place,” he complained, and the woman smiled lightly.

“But you succeeded.”

She had ordered a garden salad. The man asked for the chicken pie and was visibly disappointed when served. He had anticipated a larger dish, which, the apologetic waiter explained, was available only with the evening fare.

“Don’t make a thing of it, Henry,” the woman said casually, endless patience and a certain wryness suggested in her cool manner. When the waiter moved off, she held her smile and went on in the same easy tone. “When you come to a place like this you should dress better.”

He had on a denim jacket, a gray T-shirt, tight jeans, and orange construction shoes. He was in his mid-thirties, with appealing features and hair still the striking yellow of his youth. His eyes were bruised-blue, the kind the woman associated with hillbillies, Maine men, Southern crackers, and clamdiggers from the coastal communities of New Hampshire. His shoulders were powerful and his arms muscular. He ate well. Too well. He had the faint beginning of a gut.

“I don’t see why we had to meet here,” he grumbled with a glance that swept the celibate surroundings. The only other patrons were three elderly ladies puffed up in their finery at a corner table and two rotund businessmen just leaving. The restaurant was in the foothills of the Berkshires, fifteen miles outside the sedate Massachusetts town of Mallard Junction, where the woman lived in a gracious century-old fieldstone house occasionally photographed for local magazines. “I could’ve come to your place,” he said with a full mouth.

“That’s no longer convenient,” she replied simply but in a tone that conveyed finality. She was at least five years older than he, a fact that would have surprised the two businessmen, who admired her in passing. She was gifted with exceptional looks and was marvelously put together, straight-backed and long-limbed. Her black hair, glossy and loose, fell to the fitted shoulders of her linen jacket. “I have something to tell you,” she said, watching his face turn wise. “I hope you’ll make it easy.”

“Maybe I don’t want to hear it.”

“You have no choice.”

“You’re dumping me, aren’t you?”

“I’m afraid it amounts to that,” she answered without hesitation, and received a look sharply belligerent and accusing.

“You’ve got somebody else,” he said, which faintly amused her. Digging into her salad, she harpooned a cherry tomato. He said, “What is it then? If I did something wrong, say so. I’ll apologize.”

“You’re larger than life, Henry. Much too visible. Let’s leave it at that.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” he protested.

“It’s not necessary that you do.” She continued to eat, her shapely jaw moving slowly, her dark lashes lowered. He plunked his fork down.

“Now I’m not hungry.”

“Come on,” she chided. “You’ve had a good time. You haven’t been hurt, have you? And you’re a big boy, war vet and all that.”

“You making fun of me?”

“No, I wouldn’t do that.” She stretched a slim arm past the flowers and briefly touched his hand, which was nearly twice the width of hers. Around his wrist was an identification bracelet acquired fourteen years ago at a sidewalk stall in Saigon, Cpl Henry Witlo engraved in the tarnished metal.

He said, “What if I told you I loved you?”

“I’d be touched. But it wouldn’t change anything.”

“You don’t give a damn about me.”

“If that were true, I wouldn’t be here.”

His voice tightened. “I don’t like a woman leaving me.”

Her expression sharpened in the instant. “I wouldn’t want any trouble from you,” she warned in an austere voice that chastened him. Gradually he relaxed, his face settling, as if everything in his brain were slowing down, clicking off. “Finish your lunch,” she said, and he did, every bit of it, soaking up juices with a hunk of homemade bread he had overly buttered. At one point he flinched, as if somebody were giving him the evil eye, but it was merely the elderly ladies glancing his way. When the time came for dessert, the woman said, “I recommend the apple pie.” He chose custard instead and had it with ice cream while she sipped coffee. One of the ladies inadvertently caught his eye. Her mouth, pursed and painted, looked like a ruby planted in her face. At once he treated her to a smile. “Are you flirting with them, Henry?”

“I guess I got the right now. You don’t want me.”

“Don’t make it sound tragic. We both know it isn’t.”

“You think you know me.”

“No, Henry. Too much about you I don’t know, and much I suspect I wouldn’t want to know.”

The check, delivered on a tray, was paid with her money but from his hand, a maneuver that did not embarrass him. He lived life as if back pay were owed and a bonus due. She put aside her cloth napkin. He said, “Two months, Lou. That’s all we had.”

“More than enough.”

“You’re being a bitch.”

“It goes with the territory.”

Outside the restaurant a warm breeze blew against them. Clouds of flowering azalea floated alongside the path to the car lot, where her shiny cream-colored Porsche rested beside his red Dodge Charger, in the grime of which someone had fingered graffiti, none of it original.

“It needs a wash, Henry.”

“I’m waiting for rain,” he said. The only hint of tension was in the straight set of his mouth. “What if I start wearing a shirt and tie, would that help?”

“No,” she said gently.

“What if I get my old job back?”

“Henry.”

“What?”

“It’s over.”

“Just like that?”

“Nothing lasts forever, does it?”

“Childhood,” he said. “I used to think that did. Then I thought Nam would.”

“Now you know otherwise,” she said, lifting a hand against the glare of the May sun, which seemed to detonate the stones encrusted in her wedding band. He stood leaden, a thumb hooked in the tight waist of his jeans, and for a stunning moment he looked at her with the shallow unfilled eyes of an infant.

“I won’t beg.”

“Good,” she said.

“But I’ll miss you.”

“Briefly.”

Suddenly his shoulders swung forward, the breadth of him shadowed her, and his voice gushed into her hair. He wanted a good-bye kiss and went for her mouth, but she averted her head and pecked his cheek as she might have done to a close friend or a cousin. Always her public behavior bore a sharp edge of correctness, which matched the tasteful cut of her clothes and the aloof smile on her lips.

“Good-bye, Henry.”

“That wasn’t a good kiss.”

“It’ll have to do.”

Harnessed inside the Porsche, she slipped on the dark glasses she had left on the dash, adjusted the rearview, and glanced over at him. He rendered a wave that was half a salute. They started their cars up in unison, but it was he who drove away first. And fast.

On the road she felt lifted, relieved of a weight, and she drove leisurely through countryside that seemed to stretch endlessly. The spring had been mostly warm and moist, and wildflowers flew up from the fields. Flooded with sunshine, the green of young pines appeared tender, more tentative than actual. Her window was open, and her alert ear picked up the scold of a jay and the anger of a squirrel but not the sound of the Dodge Charger until it was nearly upon her. Her lips parted in surprise, for he should have been not behind her but well in front of her and on the highway by now. In the rearview she glimpsed a snatch of his face, then her heart jumped because he gunned the Charger and abruptly appeared alongside her, his smile reckless. Sounding the horn, he mouthed words she could not hear and aimed a finger. Ahead was a meandering curve, a marsh on one side and opalescing foliage on the other. That was where he tried to run her off the road.

• • •

Her husband was in the garden when she returned home. He lifted himself from a surge of tulips, discarded his cotton gloves, and sauntered toward her with a smile wedded to his face. They met near the birdbath, where he gazed at her as if she touched his life at every point. “I missed you,” he said.

“I wasn’t gone that long, was I?”

“It seemed so,” he said in a tone verging on a sulk, but he quickly collected himself. He had flat gray hair parted sharply, a trim mustache, and soft facial features. In his element — dinner parties, charity luncheons, bird walks — he exuded a gentle noblesse oblige, but in his puttering-around clothes he tended to dwindle in stature.

“My first day home,” he said, brightening his smile. “It seems odd — and exhilarating.”

“You look wonderful,” she said. What she meant was that he seemed rested. He had spent the last two months in a private hospital just over the Connecticut line.

“But you look tired,” he said with concern. “You work too hard.”

“Nature of the business.”

“I wish I had your energy, Lou. I wish I could keep up with you.”

She slipped an arm around his slender waist. “Let’s go in, Ben.”

The rooms in the front of the house were of grand dimensions, the furniture a discriminating blend of the modern and the elegantly old. Many of the choice pieces had been in the family for generations. A forebear of his had served with Custer, luckily not at Little Big Horn, and another forebear, less lucky, had boarded the Titanic. Their ornately framed portraits, protected by blemished ovals of glass, hung over the marble fireplace in the sitting room.

He said, “I should take my medicine.”

“Yes,” she replied, glad that he did not need to be reminded and that Mrs. Mennick, their live-in housekeeper and cook and sometimes his nursemaid, arrived on cue with capsules and a tumbler of spring water. The capsules were of varying size and hue, and he washed down each with dedication and an uncontrolled and somewhat comical bob of his Adam’s apple.

“I want to stay well,” he said in a strong voice that restored his dignity. She took the tumbler from him and returned it to Mrs. Mennick, who stood heavily on skimpy legs. He looked at both women and announced cheerily, “I think I’ll take a nap. I get drowsy after swallowing those things.”

They watched him leave and then traded glances. Mrs. Mennick said, “He’ll sleep past dinner, that’s for sure. What can I get for you, Mrs. Baker?”

“Nothing now,” she said. “Maybe a sandwich later.”

“In your room?”

“That would be fine.”

There was a hesitation from Mrs. Mennick, who knew her place and when to step beyond it. “I hope you don’t mind my asking, but did you get rid of the young man?”

“Yes.”

“I’m so glad. I never trusted him.”

“Nor I, Mrs. Mennick.”

“I was always afraid he would cause trouble for you with Mr. Ben.”

“Now you can rest easier.”

The staircase was wide, with carved intricacies in the rungs of the banister. Her bedroom, which she did not share with her husband, was commodious and airy and at sunset commanded a fiery view of distant hills. A telephone was at her bedside, another on her writing table in the tall bow window where she conducted her business, and a third on the ledge of the tub of her private bathroom.

At the writing table she switched on the answering machine and listened to messages, none urgent enough to prompt an immediate response. She shed her linen jacket, which had gathered wrinkles, and glanced at herself in a mirror, the cords prominent in her neck, a sure sign of lingering tension.

In the bathroom she gave a half twist to the hot water tap in the tub, laid out a mammoth towel, and snatched up the phone. The first call was to Springfield, to a social club, Italo-American. She asked for Salvatore, who eventually came on the line and upon hearing her voice apologized for the delay. She spoke rapidly in a voice stripped of its husk, her words open and naked, as if displaced by something common. Her lacquered nails tapped on a tile. “Not tomorrow, today,” she reiterated, the steel side of her character lengthening her face. “No need to see me. I’ll leave the money in the mailbox, you hear?” He grunted. She said, “One other thing, Sal. Don’t hurt him.”

“You want I should kiss him?”

“You being smart?”

“Just making a joke.”

“I make the jokes, Sal. You do the laughing.”

Her next call was across the state to the florid little city of Lawrence, where she had been forged through fire and shaped to her own demanding specifications. The voice on the line belonged to Attorney Barney Cole’s secretary, who put her on hold. Waiting, she kicked off her shoes. The tub, which was sunken and big, was not yet a quarter filled, and she turned the tap to full force. Attorney Cole came on the line and said, “This is a surprise. How are you?”

“I don’t change, Barney. I’m a constant.” Reaching under her skirt, she skinned off her panty hose and let her belly breathe. Her groin itched, and she scratched it. “How’s the old crowd? How’s Edith and Daisy?”

“Daisy’s dying.”

“Sorry to hear that. His liver?”

“I think it’s everything.”

“He’s like Lawrence, isn’t he, Barney? Burning up from within.”

“I wouldn’t go that far.”

“Of course you wouldn’t. You’re too loyal to your beginnings. How’s Chick? He still a cop?”

“He’s a captain now.”

“That was expected. How’s my old buddy Arnold?”

“Hanging in.”

“And you, Barney? Are you hanging in?”

“I like to think so.”

“Are you still handsome?”

“I haven’t looked lately.”

“Still honest?”

“It’s a struggle.”

She smiled into the mouthpiece. “You’ll never get rich.”

“That’s a given.”

“Do you miss me?”

“That’s another given,” he said. “What’s that sound I hear?”

“I’m running a bath.” Her panty hose, diminished to a clot, clung to the outside of the hamper like an abandoned caterpillar nest. She tossed her blouse in that direction. “I need a favor,” she said, and read resistance in his silence. “You owe me, Barney.”

“Depends,” he said. “Is it a big favor or a little one?”

“In between. His name is Henry.”

• • •

It was the middle of the evening, heavy shadows draped over the Birdsong Motel, when Henry Witlo heard the rap of a knuckle too forceful to be friendly. He leaped off the bed, stood perfectly still on stocking feet, and said in a cracked voice, “Who is it?”

“Officers of the law, Henry. Mind if we come in?”

The door flipped open before he could answer, and two men in mufti were upon him before he could move. The more commanding one had a withered hairline and a pitted face, and the other was pug-nosed and slack-lipped, with skin too loosely fastened to his jaws. Henry regarded each with creeping fear and shuddered inwardly. He did not like the way they had flanked him, as if one might execute a sucker punch while the other had his attention.

The one with holes in his face said, “I’m Sal. That’s John.”

John, whose nose seemed too tightly screwed into his face, nodded. Henry gazed at each man with exacting scrutiny and came to a chill conclusion. “You guys aren’t cops.”

“Hear that, John? He says we’re not cops. What are we, Henry?”

“You guys are wops.”

“He’s a smart fella, John.”

“For a Polack,” John said, scarcely moving his mouth inside the fleshy folds of his jaw. On the side of his neck was a puckered scar that could have come only from a gunshot wound. Henry’s eyes ate it up.

Sal smiled at him. “Pretty guy like you oughta go to Hollywood. Tie a rag around your head and try out for Rambo.”

“What d’you want from me?”

Sal shook his head. “That was a bad thing you did on the road to Mrs. Baker. She’s got a nice car, don’t look good with a dent. Me, I’d be plenty mad.”

“It was an accident.”

“You tell lies, your nose is gonna grow. Lucky for you Mrs. Baker don’t hold grudges, but she don’t want you around anymore. She says you should try the city of Lawrence, and she even mentioned the name of somebody there might help you find a job. I wrote the name down for you.”

A folded slip of notepaper was forced into Henry’s humid palm. He read the name, which meant nothing to him. His jeans were so tight he hurt his hand pushing the paper into a pocket. He said, “I’ve never been to Lawrence.”

“You’ll love it, won’t he, John?”

“He won’t ever want to leave.”

Sal said, “Two-hour drive. Press your foot down, you can do it quicker. John and I will be behind you part of the way, make sure you don’t get lost.”

Henry put on a brave face, but his smile was lopsided. “What if I don’t want to go?”

“Then you should take another look at John. Normal circumstances, he wouldn’t hurt a fly. You cross him, you could say he’s a rough mother.”

“Some people say that about me.”

“No, Henry. Nobody says that about you. You got my word.”

They watched him put on his shoes and knot the leather laces and move agilely with buttocks in gear, as if he had strains of marching music in his head. He came out of the bathroom with toilet articles stuffed into a pouch and his hair slicked back. Clothes, mostly underwear and socks, he packed into a canvas gripsack that looked as if it had never been new. He hiked the collar of his denim jacket and rolled the cuffs just above his wrists.

Sal, looking at keys, coins, and a few crumpled dollar bills on the bedside table, said, “This is the extent of your wealth? Not exactly a winner, are you?” He suddenly tossed an envelope on the bed. “A few hundred bucks in there from Mrs. Baker. Don’t blow it all at once.”

“That a kiss-off?”

“You got it, Henry.”

The sky was starlit, and the moon, a sizable chunk of silver, had taken on the aspect of a weapon. Henry stashed his grip in the back of the Charger. They watched him while leaning against their car, which was long and sleek, the next thing to a limo. Sal smiled, the craters in his face brimming with shadow.

“What kinda car you got there, Henry?”

“It’s a Dodge.”

“Looks like a shitbox to me. What’s it look like to you, John?”

“Don’t matter,” John said, “long as it gets him where he’s going.”

“You get there,” Sal said, “stay out of trouble. You go to the joint, guys’ll make use of you. Tell him, John.”

“You’ll come out with your asshole bigger than Callahan Tunnel.”

Henry climbed into his car. He shut the door hard and locked it and peered out the half-open window. “You guys don’t scare me.”

“That’s right, Henry. You keep thinking that all the way to Lawrence.”


TWO

BARNEY COLE sat in his closed inner office with Edith Shea, who was of deadly thinness, seemingly made of hot wires, too restless to stay in the worn red leather chair he had drawn for her. She sprang up and breezed by his cluttered desk to a window, where she spilled ash on the sill. “I should’ve divorced him long ago,” she said, expelling smoke. “I shouldn’t have listened to you. I blame you, Barney.”

“I tried to do what was right for both of you.”

“And failed miserably.” The window faced a pack of scruffy pigeons on a ledge and overlooked the emptiness of an alley four stories below. The office was in the Bay State Building in the heart of Lawrence, a pint-sized tenement city oppressed by mammoth mill buildings no longer serving their original purpose, a shifting immigrant community evenly divided north and south by the abused Merrimack River and populated by too many priests and politicians and by far too many lawyers, most of whom, like Cole, lived in the surrounding suburbs.

“And what was right for the children,” he added.

“That’s a laugh.” She stood like a streak of chalk in a white uniform pantsuit, and Cole could not remember whether she was working now as a waitress, hairdresser, or nurse’s aide, all of which, between babies, she had been. She, not Daisy, was the sinew of the family, which had leveled off with the birth of her seventh child, a girl. The oldest, a boy, was a day student at nearby Merrimack College, a good portion of the tuition diminished by a scholarship that Cole, through a friend, had helped arrange.

“It’s not too late, if that’s what you want,” he said, lowering his eyes as she lurched from the window.

“Of course it’s too late. He’s dying, for God’s sake.” She stubbed out her cigarette and lit another. “But he’s taking his time. He farts around about everything.”

Cole looked up from his desk and watched her fight off a small shivering fit.

“I didn’t mean that, Barney. Well, I meant it, but not the way it sounded.”

“I know,” he said gently, wishing there was more he could say to show that he truly did understand. He had a bottle of Teacher’s in the drawer of a file cabinet, but he did not want to offer her any, too early in the day for that. She ran a bony hand through her hair, which was dark and curly and shot with gray.

“There’s no insurance. He cashed everything in. He’s going to leave me nothing but debts. God knows how much he owes Arnold.”

“Arnold won’t dun you.”

“I know that, but there are others. He owes everybody, Barney. How much does he owe you?”

“Nothing.”

“That’s because you’re being sweet, one of your endearing qualities. I wish I were in the mood to appreciate it.” She lurched to another window, this one overlooking downtown’s midmorning traffic, unwieldy and unsteady, as if drunks were leading the way. “I know he’s meeting you for lunch, Barney. Talk to him. Find out who else he owes. I wake up in a sweat at night thinking about it.” The nervous quickness of a smile gave an odd twist to her mouth. “He’ll tell you things he won’t tell me. He might even be honest about himself.”

Cole’s secretary flashed him. He picked up the phone and murmured, “Later, Marge.”

She pulled hard on her cigarette and continued to stare through the window, her face a wedge of bone. “No one in his family has lived a long life. That’s the way it goes.”

“Arnold would call it the luck of the draw,” Cole said quietly, and she threw him a grudging look.

“We all came out of the same tenements. What did you do, stack the deck and draw aces?”

He arose from his desk, long and thin-bellied in a ten-year-old tailored suit, more muscular than most men of forty-four and fitter than many younger, his features unobtrusively handsome. He raised a hand to touch her, but she avoided it.

“What’s in your eyes, Barney? Sympathy or pity?”

“Understanding, I hope.”

“Is it free, or will you send me a bill?”

“Slow down, Edith. I’m not a shrink, I’m your lawyer.”

“And my friend.”

“Yes.”

“But you’re so fucking stuck-up.” Her eyes, larger than most, glittered coldly. “Do you know you’ve never once, all these years, made a pass at me? I’ve always resented that.”

“I’m sure I did, one time or another, but you never picked up on it.”

“Always the diplomat, aren’t you?” She straightened her back, steadied herself, and prepared to leave. “Don’t tell Daisy I was here. OK?”

“OK.”

“I mean that.”

“I know you do.”

A heavy moment passed, and then suddenly she stepped into him. All at once, against his chest, he felt the hardness of her brow, the narrow length of her nose, and the sharp cut of her chin. “Hug me, damn it,” she demanded and threw her rib cage and thin contraption of hips against him, producing almost a clinking sound, as if she could be easily taken apart and reassembled at a more appropriate time and perhaps to better advantage. The heat of her mouth and a rush of tears poured through his striped shirt. Her voice drilled into his skin. “Barney, I don’t want to lose him.”

• • •

Daisy Shea cut into his salad with a weighty knife and fork, broke a lettuce heart, and sliced a tomato wedge in half. Feigning an appetite, chewing deliberately, he got Russian dressing on a corner of his mouth and swiftly wiped it away with the napkin from his lap. He had the ruined face of a drinker, the cavalier eye of a sport, and the reckless air of a gambler reduced to bluff, all hopes pegged to serendipity. He was, like Cole, a lawyer, but with a negligible practice and an office above a used-furniture store, his rent in arrears, a horseplayer with a history of bum tips and a cardplayer whose big moments had passed, along with the red of his hair, which had wasted to white. He was Cole’s age, almost to the day, but looked a generation older. He ate as much of his salad as he could stomach and pushed away the bowl.

Cole said, “How are you feeling?”

“I got a foot in the grave. How am I supposed to feel?”

They were in Bishop’s, the most popular restaurant in the city, just beyond the post office and in sight of St. Mary’s Church. The food was a mix of Arabic and American, and the lunch crowd, teeming with familiar downtown faces, was political, professional, mercantile. Here and there, in the semiprivacy of booths, developers discussed deals over skewered lamb, and at tables near the aisles bookmakers dressed like bankers exhibited their young second wives.

Playing with the menu, which never changed, Daisy appeared to take comfort in the babble around him. “A rough guess,” he said, “off the top of your head, how many meals you figure I’ve eaten here?”

“I couldn’t begin to imagine,” Cole said. “What do you figure?”

“More here than at home.”

“What’s your point?”

“Who says I got to have one? A guy in my shape can say what he wants.” He glanced about, craning his neck, which had begun to resemble drippings from a candle. In nearly every direction he glimpsed people he knew in one way or another, some since childhood. “In the old days everybody stopped by my table to talk to me. Now nobody does. They don’t want to ask how I am. Scared I’ll tell ‘em.”

“Maybe it’s simpler than that.”

“What d’you mean?”

“Maybe they’re afraid you’ll put the touch on them, or maybe you already owe them so much they don’t want to embarrass you.”

“That’s a low blow, Barney.”

“Sorry.”

“You should be.”

The waiter, one of several who had been with the restaurant for years, removed their salad bowls and set down dishes, lamb on the stick for each, and a platter of French fries to share. The fries were a favorite of Daisy’s, but now he merely picked at them. According to the strict diet laid out by his doctor, he should not have been eating them at all. When his napkin fluttered to the floor, he reached down and came up wheezing. He stretched his neck again, caught the waiter’s busy eye, and ordered a Cutty on the rocks.

Cole said, “I thought you quit.”

“I cheat.”

They ate in silence, Daisy nibbling. When his drink arrived, he immediately reached for it with a tremulous hand that went steady as soon as the heat of the scotch touched his stomach, a part of which had been cut out a year ago. Color dribbled into his face, and he began eating with more energy, though with the same small bites, as if his teeth were tender.

“I heard from Louise,” Cole said, and Daisy’s head bobbed.

“What did she want?”

“A favor.”

“You owe her one.”

“She reminded me.”

“Who loved her the most, Barney, you or me?”

“I think you had the edge.”

His head dipped again, this time as if the rise of voices in the restaurant were too loud, megaphonic, skull-hurting. Abruptly he drew up his chest and raised his chin. “She ask about me?”

“Yes.”

“What did you tell her?”

“I said you were doing fine.”

“Good. I wouldn’t want the bitch feeling sorry for me.” He rattled the ice in his drink and let the subject slide, as if at will he could excise certain essentials of reality from persons in his past. He quit picking at the French fries, which had gone cold, but he finished his lamb and the green beans that had come with it. Then, sucking on chips of ice, he glanced around again, at people leaving and some just arriving. “You haven’t asked about Edith. Usually you ask right away.”

“How is she?”

“Terrific. I go, she oughta have the wake here. Noon hour would be best. What d’you think?”

“You’d have a crowd, if that’s what you want.”

“No box. Why waste money, just lay me out on a table, nice cloth on it, kind they use here at Christmas to put people in the spirit. Later, if you’re a real buddy, you could sling me over your shoulder and lug me up the street to St. Mary’s for the mass. Priest — who is it now, Father Flaherty? — could prop me in a pew. I’d like that.”

“What if someone comes in late and sits beside you, doesn’t know you’re dead?”

“I won’t tell him. You want to, you can whisper to him I’ve risen. Jesus Junior.”

Cole signaled for coffee.

“What’s the matter, Barney, don’t you go for that?”

“I wonder if we might be serious for a moment.”

“About what?”

“Your debts.”

“You putting the arm on me?”

“No.”

“Then I don’t want to talk about them. Not when I’m in such a good mood.”

The coffee came. Daisy oversugared his and took a deep swallow, burning his throat. There was a time, high school, when he could bury flaming matches in his mouth and inhale Pall Mall cigarettes from the lit ends. The class cutup. The memory flashed bright in Cole’s mind, succeeded by another image of Daisy, a second-stringer in the backfield, indestructible in helmet and pads, a sea of enemy jerseys parting as if by a miracle as he galloped fifty-five yards to score the winning touchdown over Lowell. Or was it Haverhill? At any rate, the Lawrence Eagle-Tribune published a page-one picture of him with a careless arm around the unlikeliest cheerleader, Edith Pratt, while his eyes sought the prettiest, Louise Leone, Cole’s girl at the time.

“You gonna drink your water?”

Cole slid the tumbler toward him and with a faint twinge of nostalgia remembered the two of them commuting to Suffolk Law School in Boston, Daisy scrounging for tuition and struggling with his grades, graduating at the bottom of the class but passing the bar on the first try. With borrowed money and scavenged furniture, they rented and equipped dinky office space together in the Bay State Building, from which, for purposes of publicity, Daisy rang up restaurants during the busy hours and had himself paged: Urgent telephone call for Attorney Francis J. Shea.

Daisy’s teeth lay apart in an odd smile.

“What’s the matter?” Cole asked.

“I’m starting not to feel so good. God’s punishing me in the stomach, what’s left of it.” He inched his chair back and rose carefully, which for a moment seemed a desperate undertaking. His first step, sideways, was shaky, but his next one straightened.

“Where are you going?”

“Men’s room,” he replied with a wink. “Don’t want to embarrass you.”

Alone, Cole sipped his coffee. Ten minutes later the waiter asked whether he wanted a refill, and he shook his head, somewhat disquieted over the time Daisy was taking. He paid the check with a Bishop’s credit card and marked in a generous tip. On his way out of the dining room he paused to exchange pleasantries with two fellow lawyers, one of whom, despite dubious qualifications, was in line for a judgeship. He entered the lobby and descended switchback stairs to the lower level, where a woman with a small tidy face and beauty-parlor hair emerged from the ladies’ room tugging at herself. A few years ago, quite successfully, he had represented her in a divorce libel, and he recalled everything about her except her name.

“It’s all right,” she said. “You can’t expect to remember all of us.” She spoke of herself, her remarriage, her daughter’s graduation from Merrimack College, and then, with a long glance to her left, well past the cigarette machine, she whispered in a disturbed tone, “Isn’t that your friend?”

“Yes,” Cole said. “Please excuse me.”

Daisy sat on a padded bench with his head tipped back against the hard wall, his eyes shut tight, and his hands limp in his lap. His legs were doubled in as if they had buckled, and the cuffs of his trousers had ridden up over his black anklet socks, exposing the chalk of his calves. Cole leaned forward.

“Excuse me, Daisy, but are you alive or dead?”

The eyelids fluttered open. “A little of each,” he said and flashed a truculent little smile. “I’m gonna outlive all of ‘em, Barney, even you. Wanna bet on it?”

Cole said, “What will you put up — an IOU?”

• • •

“I put him in the conference room,” Marge said.

“Why did you put him there?” Cole asked with mild surprise, for the chairs in the narrow waiting area beyond her desk were unoccupied.

“I didn’t like the way he looked at me,” she said, and Cole did not question her judgment. She was efficient and intelligent, attractively plain in a wholesome way, with penny eyes and straight brown hair that fell just below her jawline. She had been with him for seven years, part-time for a while and then full-time when his regular secretary had left to get married, a step that did not appear imminent with Marge, who lived with and cared for her mother. Staring up over her IBM typewriter, she said, “He claims he had an appointment.”

“In a manner of speaking.”

“You should’ve told me.”

“Yes, I should’ve.”

“Is it personal?”

“More or less.”

She lifted her appointment calendar. “You have Mrs. Goss at two. She’s always prompt.”

“I won’t keep her waiting,” he promised.

He opened the door of the conference room with scarcely a sound and shut it behind him with a noticeable one. The room, narrow and book-lined, austerely furnished with an old oak table and heavy chairs, had a cloistral atmosphere. His heels clicked over the carpetless floor. “Henry, isn’t it?” he said, and watched the denim shape rise out of the farthest chair. A ham of a hand flew at him.

“Yes, sir, it is. Henry Witlo.”

The handshake was firm but clumsy. Cole was Henry’s height but was substantially outweighed. Henry’s shoulders seemed to hover, and the blue eyes looked painted in beneath the shock of yellow hair.

“Sit down, Henry.”

“Thank you, Mr. Cole.”

Cole moved to the other side of the table, sat directly across from him, and for a cool moment studied him. The face, doughy enough to diminish lines, was not as young as it had first seemed, and the smile was looser than necessary. Cole said, “Mrs. Baker phoned to say you were coming to Lawrence and might be stopping by, but I didn’t expect you so soon.”

“What did she tell you about me, sir?”

“She said you were looking for work.”

“I guess you and her are old friends.”

“Yes, that’s right.” Cole drew a yellow legal-size pad close to him and produced a pen. “What kind of work do you do?”

“Anything with my hands, long as it’s honest and proper. I’m into clean living. I like a few beers now and then, but I stay away from dope, don’t want to ruin my head, and I don’t fool with trashy women, don’t want to worry about AIDS. I care about myself.”

Cole scribbled on the pad, nothing legible. “How old are you?”

“Thirty-five. I won’t lie, Mr. Cole, I’ve been around. Had my ups and downs.”

“Ever been in jail?”

“No, sir.”

“Where are you from? Originally?”

“Chicopee.” He said it fast, making it sound like a birdcall. An apparent smile of innocence followed. “Polack capital of New England. I’m proud of my heritage.”

“Have you ever done construction work?”

“Yes, sir. Plenty of it.”

Cole tucked away the pen and spoke with his face forward. “I’ll ask around, Henry, do what I can, but I can’t promise anything. You understand that?”

“I’m staying at the Y, sir. Temporarily. You can call me there. How soon d’you think that’ll be?”

“I just told you, no promises.”

There was the smallest suggestion of a nod, then a slow lift of the jaw that was a shade challenging. “Were you in the army, sir?”

“Everybody was somewhere,” Cole said, always alert to the unsaid.

“Nam?”

“No.”

“Where?”

“I was in the reserve.”

“Officer?”

“Yes.”

“I was one of the last ones out of Saigon.”

“You must’ve been pretty young.”

“Sixteen when I joined. Big Polack kid, they were glad to take me. I had a phony birth certificate, wasn’t hard to get. My girlfriend’s mother worked in city hall and fixed one up for me. She was glad to do it, wanted me out of Chicopee, away from her daughter. Seems someone’s always wanting me out of somewhere.”

Cole found himself listening more to the voice than to the words, the tone suggesting a man who kept records of wrongs, real or otherwise, perpetrated against him. The telephone, which rested just out of reach, shrilled once and went silent — Marge’s signal that she had seated Mrs. Goss in his office. Henry went on as if he had heard nothing.

“ ‘Fore I went to Nam, my mother threw a party for me at Rutna’s Bar & Grill, place where she worked. Never seen her looking so happy. She was thinking of the insurance.” He lopped his arms over the sides of his chair. “You know who my best buddies were in Nam? Black guys.”

Cole glanced at the scribbles he had made and then tore the sheet from the pad. He shifted his feet, ready to rise.

“You don’t say much, Mr. Cole.”

“I don’t have to. I’m not the one looking for a job.”

“No, but you owe me something,” he said, his eyes cast implacably on Cole’s face.’

“What makes you think that, Henry?”

“I figure I did your fighting for you — me and the niggers.”

• • •

He apologized to Mrs. Goss for keeping her waiting, though he knew she never would have complained. Intensely shy and self-conscious, emotionally rootless since the death of her husband, she sat rigid and prim in the red leather chair, like a schoolgirl waiting to be called upon to recite in front of the class. She was fifty-nine, demurely dressed and inviolably proper. Her careful hair held the cinnamon tones of its original color, and her round face, smooth and childlike, resembled that of a plaster doll retrieved from an attic.

“I hope I’m doing the right thing,” she said with a small catch.

She was in the throes of selling her house in Lawrence and acquiring a condo in Andover, with Cole handling the legalities. The house, where she and her husband had lived most of their childless marriage, was in the city’s Mount Vernon section, always vulnerable to random burglaries but in recent months afflicted with a rash of them, both in the nighttime and in broad daylight, horror stories attached to some. A woman whose frail mobility depended on a walker was pummeled by scruffy youths and hospitalized for a week. A family returning from vacation found their home looted, vandalized, and befouled.

“Nothing’s cast in stone yet,” Cole said. “There are always ways to get out of things.”

“I’ve never made a decision like this before. I depended on Harold for everything.” Her voice was hollow, as stark as Cole had ever heard it. “I feel so helpless. I’ve never even learned to drive a car.”

“Perhaps you need more time to think.”

“I miss him so much, Mr. Cole.”

Her husband, a disciplined and puritanical sort, with a stale look of thrift about him, had died at his desk the month he was due to retire from the Public Works Department, City of Lawrence. That was last January, burial delayed until the ground thawed. Cole had met the man a dozen years ago when he came in with a supportive collar around his neck, an apparent victim of whiplash from a minor auto accident. He was pleased when Cole finagled an unexpectedly generous settlement but resentful when a third of it was deducted for the fee. To placate him, Cole undercharged him for drawing up a will.

Mrs. Goss said, “It’s so lonesome with him gone. I try to think of people to talk to on the phone, but I never had many friends. Mildred Murphy was a good neighbor, but she moved to Florida when her husband died.”

“Have you considered that?” Cole asked gently. “Moving to Florida?”

“I couldn’t do that, Mr. Cole. My memories are here.”

“It was just a thought,” he said, wishing he had not offered it, for it seemed to have drawn a shudder, as if he had suggested an even deeper separation from her husband than death had brought. He straightened the papers on the pending sale of her house and returned them to the manila folder bearing her name in small block letters from Marge’s neat hand.

“Please, Mr. Cole, what do you advise?”

He answered slowly, for he did not want to influence a decision he felt should be entirely hers, nor did he want to sound too much like her husband. “I think you’d feel safer in Andover,” he said, aware her nights were often sleepless. Increased police checks of the neighborhood had not comforted her, and neither had the alarm system installed after her husband’s passing. She feared that a burglar might circumvent it or that a squirrel or some other rodent might render it useless. “But you may not be happy there,” he added.

“Yes,” she said in a trance of wistfulness, “that’s the hitch.”

“You have to weigh advantages against disadvantages. In the condo, you’d have no maintenance worries. You’d be in walking distance of downtown. You’d have an opportunity to meet new people, make friends.”

“Yes, I want to make friends, but I don’t know how. I’m a private person, Mr. Cole. I wish it were otherwise, but it’s not.” Then she flushed suddenly and deeply, into the modest neck of her dress, as if she felt she were revealing too much about herself and, worse, taking up too much of his time. “I don’t mean to be a nuisance.”

“You’re not.”

“Thank you for being patient,” she said, rising from the chair, her legs jelly.

He said, “It’s not easy making a decision about a house you’ve lived in for so long.” He lifted himself from his desk and edged around it. She seemed to stand in a daze of fatigue and uncertainty.

“So much of my world is gone, Mr. Cole.”

With a hand under her elbow, his touch both friendly and formal, he escorted her out of his office and said, “Marge, would you please call a taxi for Mrs. Goss?” He opened the outer door, his name on the frosted glass, and together they made the journey down the dull corridor. Her steps were deliberate and cautious, as if inequalities existed in the floor, which had been washed many hours earlier but still smelled of the mop. At the elevator, he said, “You asked what I advise, I think we reach a point when what we want most from life is to be free from harm. Everything else is a gift.”

The elevator door wheezed open, and he gripped the edge to keep it from closing too soon. A messenger boy with a bad complexion stepped out, followed by a young secretary with an unopened can of Pepsi in her hand. Mrs. Goss did not move. Tears stood in her eyes.

“But Mr. Cole, I don’t want to leave my home.”

• • •

Cole saw two more clients, rather quickly, and at a few minutes after four quit for the day, surprising Marge. “I have to drop my car off,” he explained. “The starter’s going.” At the newsstand in the lobby he bought a roll of Lifesavers, a habit since he had stopped smoking, and scanned the front page of the Eagle-Tribune. On his way out, he gave a wave to the shoeshine man.

Essex Street was cleaner and quieter than in the old days. No bustle. No defiance. No mad rush of shoppers. Little stores had failed first, then big ones. The Lawrence Redevelopment Authority, which had gutted much of downtown in the sixties, sterilized all of it in the seventies. Young trees, planted with federal funds, grew from neat circles on sidewalks widened to oblige crowds that had long vanished. Essex Street was made one-way for heavy traffic that, with hisses and fumes, was merely passing through. The biggest buildings now, stark in design, one no less formidable than another, were banks and insurance companies.

Once this mattered much to Cole, and now it seemed to matter not at all.

He ambled up Common Street, which ran parallel with Essex, and passed through the gates of Snelling’s Car Park, where he got a greeting from the raised window of the brightly painted attendant’s shack. Pausing, he smiled back at a slight young man with a corrupt little baby face and dumpling cheeks. “How are you, Snooks?”

“Fine, Mr. Cole. Tip-top. Keeping my nose clean like you told me.”

Cole had defended him on charges of shoplifting in the big Sears store in the Methuen Mall and of assault and battery on the floorwalker who had seized his arm. Snooks was a scrapper. Cole stepped closer to the window. “I wonder if you might know who’s been hitting on all those houses on Mount Vernon.”

“Jeez, Mr. Cole, what are you doing now, working for the cops?”

“No, Snooks, but I though you might’ve heard something.”

“Not me. I don’t hang around the bad element anymore, but you want my opinion, it’s gotta be spics. They do all the crime in the city.”

“They do some of it,” Cole said with less of a smile. “Not all of it.”

His car was three rows away, a copper-colored Cutlass worn thin at the edges from long use, everything working well except for the starter, which fluttered and whined before triggering the motor. The sun was in his eyes, and he donned dark glasses as he maneuvered out of the lot. When Snooks came out of the shack and called after him, he braked sharply and shot his head out the window.

“If it’s not the spics, Mr. Cole, it’s gotta be the gooks.”

The traffic on Common Street was heavy, and he took a right at the first set of lights, a rear tire grazing the curb. Everything in the city seemed squeezed together, but he knew where the cracks were, the shortcuts into Andover, North Andover, Methuen, spacious towns girding and dwarfing Lawrence, a hodgepodge of brick and wood, compressed tenement blocks, massive housing projects, commanding churches, dinosaurian mill buildings. Men and women who had worked in the mills claimed they could still hear the din. It was a city of immigrants but never a melting pot, always a mosaic, a patchwork of ethnic neighborhoods. It was a town before it was a city, and from the start, 1843, it was a business proposition for Yankees who hired cheap labor to dam the Merrimack, dig canals, and turn the tide for textiles. The British, mostly from Yorkshire, got the choice jobs in the mills, supervisory positions, and the Irish, Italians, and others took whatever was offered. Cole’s grandfather, Scotch-Irish, survived the strike of 1912 but not the lint in his lungs. Cole’s father entered Lawrence politics and made some serious money, much of which he was afraid to spend.

Cole wheeled the Cutlass down a short street and then up a long one once famous for its speakeasies, “hidden tigers,” they were called, situated in rear rooms of drugstores and ice-cream parlors. Cole had heard the stories. An alderman named Galvin had controlled the beer flow into the city, and those guzzling it had called it “Galvinized beer.”

He stopped abruptly for a red light at the corner of a construction site where a building for the elderly was rising up, a murky slab seemingly inspired by some stone in a graveyard. He was on the Spicket River side of the city, and anyone born there was called a “Spicket Indian,” which was not derogatory, merely informational. Cole was a Spicket Indian, and so was Edith Shea. And so, for that matter, was Louise Leone Baker.

The light flashed green as a young woman with an infant in her arms passed by the Cutlass — a dark madonna, Puerto Rican or possibly Dominican or Salvadoran. She and her child were the city’s new blood, running rich through neighborhoods marked by arson and landlord neglect. With a horn tooting behind him, Cole watched her head toward a tenement house near the Spicket, little more than a crooked stream and a dumping site for abandoned supermarket carriages, bald tires, and, occasionally, human bodies that eventually flushed into the Merrimack.

A few minutes later he deposited his car behind the sturdy fences of West Street Motors, where the manager, hoping he would buy it, lent him a brand-new Oldsmobile Cutlass Supreme with all the extras. “It’ll do everything for you,” the manager said, an easy smile slung across his face, a man much at home with himself. “It’ll talk to you and purr when you park it.” He handed over the keys. “Drive it with love.”

Instead, he drove it with slight recklessness through the smell, blight, and racket of a bad neighborhood that carried a pervasive air of danger. He cut across downtown traffic by wedging in where he should not have, and when traffic snarled on South Broadway he weaved in the direction of South Union Street. Minutes later the tepid breath of the Merrimack blew against his cheek while the virgin tires of the car sang over the hard honeycomb surface of Duck Bridge, named after a mill that once made sails for America’s Cup defenders. The street sloped into South Lawrence, past the ghost of Gilligan’s, where Irishmen once stood at the bar, plotted politics, and grew old and sick but never seemed to die. Except Gilligan did, a massive coronary, and the club changed, faded, lost members, and fell to foreign hands.

Andover lay ahead. Always Cole approached the boundary with a feeling of escape and looked forward to the sudden welcome of trees, the lazy intervals of sun and shade, the muscular displays of rhododendron. Always he crossed the line with a soft surge of relief and sense of safety.

His house, shared with a woman named Kit, though lately he had seen little of her, nothing at all in the past week, lay across town. It was a split-level in the Wildwood section, snuggled in by flourishes of lilac, a spruce in front, apple trees in the rear, and blueberry bushes flanking the garage. He pulled into the drive, saw a car parked near one of the garage doors, and for a split second felt joy, for he thought the car was Kit’s. Then he realized it looked nothing like hers. A man stepped out of bushes where he had just taken a leak, his gut sucked in as he closed the zipper of his jeans.

Cole stiffened and hollered, “What the hell are you doing here, Henry?”


THREE

“THAT YOUR car, Mr. Cole? It’s a beauty.” Henry Witlo ran his large hand over the hood, metallic-gray, his face reflected in the shine. “I like the color, suits a lawyer.”

Cole stood with his feet planted unevenly on the hard surface of the drive, his dark glasses removed. His stare was severe. “I want to know what you’re doing here.”

“I came to apologize. I had no right saying what I did, no right at all. Hell, Mr. Cole, you don’t owe me anything.”

“I figured that out for myself. How did you know where I live?”

“I turned pages. You’re in the book. A guy in Andover Square told me where Wildwood was. That’s a nice house, Mr. Cole. You got a wife, kids, all that stuff?”

“No, none of that stuff,” Cole said tightly, and continued to stare at him. “I don’t get you, Henry.”

“Lots of times I don’t get myself, sir. I’m carrying too much around in my head. Not all of it’s Nam, some’s just me, the way I am. I guess I come off cocky, but inside I’m all chewed up.”

“You sound like a country-western tune.”

“In Chicopee we call ‘em cryin’ and hurtin’ songs.” He smiled lopsidedly as if straining to be understood. Tiny blackflies hovered near his head in a jittery formation. He batted the air. “I need someone like you, sir, to put me straight.”

“That’s not my business.”

“You’re a lawyer, aren’t you?”

“If you have a legal problem I can give you advice. Anything else is out of my line.”

Henry swiped at the air again. “That mean you’re not going to help me get a job?”

“I didn’t say that.”

Insects thrummed from a tall tangle of hedgerose that bordered the lot line. From the thickest of the bramble a bird suddenly blossomed into flight and vanished over the house. Henry shoved his hands into the back pockets of his jeans. “Christ, it’s pretty here,” he said with a sigh. “I get depressed just looking at it. I’m thirty-five years old, Mr. Cole, and I got nothing. I’ve never owned a new car in my life, always somebody else’s piece of junk, and I’ll never have a house like yours.” Through his teeth, cleanly and neatly, he spat on the grass. “I’m not blaming anybody, only myself. I try to face facts.”

“You could’ve fooled me on that point.”

“You don’t trust me, do you, Mr. Cole? It’s OK, trust has to be earned. I learned that in combat.”

“What do you really want, Henry?”

“I wouldn’t mind a beer, sir, if you got one.”

Cole took him through the garage into the lower level of the house and seated him in the family room lit by a wall of windows. At the end of the room, covered by a sheet, was a pool table, seldom used. Dated magazines, mostly Time, were stacked into a corner, next to a rack of old reference books from Cole’s schooldays.

Henry said, “Doesn’t look like you spend much time down here. What’s it look like upstairs?”

“I don’t give tours. I’ll be back in a minute.”

Cole climbed one brief set of stairs and disappeared up another, his footsteps muffled in thick carpeting. Henry sat deep in an upholstered chair and stared at a fireplace that had not been used in years. Above the mantel was a brass clock whose hands gave out the wrong time. Cole returned with a tapered glass and a bottle of German beer that poured out as dark as chocolate.

“You buy the best, don’t you, Mr. Cole?”

“You’re not complaining, are you?”

“Not me. I’m grateful for everything I get.”

“How well do you know Mrs. Baker?”

“I’m a gentleman. Some things I don’t tell, but you could kinda say I grew on her.”

“How did you meet her?”

Henry drank deeply of the beer. “Company I worked for, last September, did her driveway. Ever seen her house, Mr. Cole? Makes this place look like a shack. Her husband’s a blueblood, did you know that?” He poured more beer into the glass. “I feel funny drinking alone.”

“Don’t let it worry you.”

“I let everything worry me. Lucky I don’t have an ulcer. Want to hear something rich, hard to believe? Only place I didn’t worry was Nam. That’s because in the army I mattered. I had two stripes said I did.”
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