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			For Anne, as ever

		

	
		

		
			Some say the world will end in fire,

			Some say in ice.

			From what I’ve tasted of desire

			I hold with those who favor fire.

			But if had to perish twice,

			I think I know enough of hate

			To say that for destruction ice

			Is also great

			And would suffice.

			—Robert Frost, “Fire and Ice” 
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			The punk shoved his way in through the automatic door as if it were trying to slow him down. Eighteen, nineteen, oozing attitude, the circus-colored tattoos up both stringy arms glowing against the dirty white wife beater. A turquoise scarf wrapped around his head, a look only Stevie Van Zandt could get away with. Not this wrung-out junkie with the wild dark eyes, jittering in withdrawal.

			Up on the raised platform with the cash register, Leon reached under the counter and rested his hand on the comforting wooden grip of the .38 Special. Another great band, now that he thought of it. He pitied the kid already. If he was about to try what Leon expected, the end of the story was as inevitable as sleep.

			The fluorescent tube above the hard liquor aisle flickered, shredding the cold milky light. Leon kept the high-dollar items, the handles of whiskey and gin and vodka, on shelves near the inside wall of coolers, far enough from the entrance to discourage any grab-and-runs. The middle aisle, straight ahead, held case beer, the one closest to the door, the wines. Wine drinkers tended to be a mellower lot than the Old Mr. Boston crowd.

			The punk stalked down into the far back corner of the store, under the big round shoplifters’ mirror up in the corner over the black and white poster of the statue of Molly Malone Leon had bought on his last trip to Dublin. The kid reached into the cooler for a six-pack of hard seltzer, the drink you drank when you wanted to get fucked up but you didn’t want to taste anything. Leon tried not to judge his customers’ tastes—he used to be owned by the need to drink, too—but nothing seemed more pointless to him than a beverage with some other beverage’s flavor.

			He relaxed a fraction and picked up the handheld scanner with his left hand, as the kid plucked a bag of pork rinds from the rack on the end cap and strolled toward the register. Maybe, squirrelly as he was acting, he was only a customer.

			Fuck. No. Because here came the big foreign-looking pistol from the back of his jeans, the seltzer and pork rinds still clutched in his other hand.

			Leon sighed and started to reach back under the counter.

			“Uh-uh, dad.” The junkie’s voice was high and shaky, but the mouth of the pistol didn’t waver.

			Leon felt a circle of ice on his breastbone. Still, he crawled his fingers in the direction of the .38 Special.

			“Up.”

			He raised his hands.

			“You think everyone in the neighborhood doesn’t know you keep a gun under there? My question for you is how lucky you feel today.”

			The mangled Eastwood line almost made Leon smile. People actually watch those old movies still?

			“You really don’t know whose neighborhood you’re playing in, do you? Does the name Mickey Barksdale ring any bells?”

			Flick of the automatic. Was it Czech, maybe? Russian? Cheap shit, anyway.

			“Not so much anymore. The cash, dad.”

			“It’s mostly credit card receipts these days. But let me save you a long ton of heartbreak, son. I’ll spot you a Grant, you get yourself fixed up, and we will speak of this no more.”

			It was a generous offer and much less hassle for Leon than shooting the junkie. Fifty bucks would buy the kid a couple of bags, blunt his need for the moment, and let him live long enough to consider how stupid he was to pull an independent robbery in Mickey Barksdale’s city.

			“Give me the money. And stop your yammering.”

			The junkie’s hand twitched and Leon flinched. Token resistance was all well and good, but he wasn’t going to eat a bullet over the hundred bucks he kept in the drawer to make change. Everything else slid right down the chute into the safe that was bolted to the floor.

			“And don’t forget what you’ve got in the safe.”

			Leon frowned. How did a clueless punk know about his safe? His paranoia ramped up. Was this a setup?

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			The junkie loosed a shot at the ceiling, where the bullet rang off a metal support. Leon’s ears rang.

			“You want to quit fucking around with me, old man. That money’s not worth your life to you, is it?”

			The man was correct about that, though Leon was tired of hearing how old he was. He was only resisting because, in addition to Saturday’s receipts, always the best of the week, he was storing a small package of great value for a man higher up the food chain than a man who owned a liquor store.

			“OK. OK. Take it easy, youngster.”

			He pushed the release button on the old brass and wood National Cash Register. Unlike the newer models, it didn’t record a sale unless you pushed an amount button, which was handy when he needed some walking around money. He counted out the bills, still thinking about how to finesse the safe. As long as that junkie prick stayed on his own side of the counter, he wouldn’t see the package of dope.

			The automatic door whirred open, startling them both. The junkie whirled and snapped off a shot in that direction, shattering the glass with a clash like cymbals. Return fire, one shot, drilled him in the middle of the turquoise head scarf, leaving a neat round black hole like a cigarette burn, smoldering at the edges. The junkie dropped to the linoleum like his strings had been cut.

			Leon breathed in his relief, a long shuddering inhale, and shut the register drawer. The door, now a glassless aluminum frame, stayed open, as if whoever had shot the junkie was standing on the pressure pad.

			“There wasn’t but only the one of them.” Leon’s voice shook, which pissed him off. “You got him.”

			The crunch of glass underfoot preceded Leon’s first sight of the pistol advancing into the store, a more serious weapon than the junkie carried. Every baby gangster in Boston knew what a 40-caliber Glock looked like.

			The man holding it swept the gun and his hard focused gaze left and right as he entered the store, then down each aisle.

			“Not that I don’t trust your word.” He faced Leon with a faint smile. “You can put your hands down now. You OK?”

			Looked like a cop, talked like a cop. And he was familiar.

			His savior was a middle-sized man, bulky in the chest and gut like a wrestler gone to seed. His sandy-ginger hair was thinning, his face freckled and pale, despite the fact it was the middle of summer. Irish as potatoes. He wore baggy Levis and a black T-shirt commemorating the Montreal Jazz Festival. A red furrow creased the flesh of his upper left arm where the junkie’s shot must have grazed him.

			Leon’s eyes widened as he dropped his arms and recognized who it was. Could he be this lucky, to have this man just walk in on him?

			“I’m fine.” He reached under the counter.

			The cop knelt next to the junkie’s slack body and pressed two fingers into his neck, shook his head.

			As the cop straightened up, Leon pulled out the .38 and shot him three times in the chest. If that didn’t do it, it wasn’t getting done.

			

			He stepped down off the platform, moving fast in case the shots attracted attention. He walked around the dead cop, whose blue eyes were wide and empty, and bent over to remove the crappy foreign automatic from the junkie’s hand, swapping it for the .38. He hated to lose an old favorite, but it was the only way his story was going to work. For the same reason, though he would have loved a brand new pistol, he left the Glock where it was in the cop’s slack hand.

			Then he climbed back up behind the cash register and called 911.

			While he waited for the cops and the EMTs to come, he dialed another number, one he wasn’t sure he was supposed to know. But he needed to stake his claim right away before anyone else tried to take credit.

			“Who the fuck is this?” The snarl made him flinch.

			“Leon. At the Liquor Barn?”

			“Where’d you get this number?”

			He talked past the question.

			“The request you had out? On the guy from Charlestown?”

			He didn’t dare say the cop’s name out loud. You never knew who might be listening.

			“So what?”

			“So it’s filled. It should be in the paper tomorrow.”

			Leon hung up in a hurry. It might be dangerous to have his name out there, associated with this. But—fifty. Grand.

			When the first uniforms stuck their noses in the door, Leon was standing with his hands in the air. This time, it didn’t bother him half as much. 
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			Francesca didn’t flinch until the twenty-one gun salute went off. As the final report of Burton’s passing echoed into the trees, her shoulders rounded forward as if she’d been punched in the gut. A trickle of tears escaped down her cheeks, and her throat gave up a guttural sob.

			It was a cloudy, humid, charmless July day, entirely appropriate for a funeral. I almost hadn’t come, knowing the focus would be on Burton’s police identity, an opportunity for the law enforcement community to grieve its loss and renew its solidarity. My grief was too personal to inject into that.

			Francesca had tried to convince me otherwise, as we ate dinner the night before at Pat’s Pushcart in the North End.

			“You’ll probably be the only non-police there.” She twisted linguine around her fork. “Someone needs to be there to represent the civilian part of his life.”

			As relatively minor a part as that was, Burton being a cop first, foremost, and always. And Francesca herself could have represented most of his current non-police life. They’d been lovers for more than a year, and I’d watched with approval as she lightened his personality. She’d accepted his depressive side, Burton once told me, asshole, elbows, and all.

			She set her fork down with a click.

			“Elder. You weren’t his only friend. But outside of work? Maybe. What’s your problem?”

			

			Burton’s work was his life, the way he measured his value in the world. He never referred to it as a job. Which meant everything else, everyone else took a lower priority. Francesca had been all right with that. Me, not so much. At least recently.

			“Not sure I want to put up with all the attitude from the blue line.” I drank some Pellegrino. Pat’s didn’t serve liquor and I hated wine, even if the alternative was staying sober. “And Martines—his captain—doesn’t like me at all. He’s liable to throw me out.”

			“Ah, bullshit.” She pointed a breadstick at me, candlelight glinting in her dark brown eyes. “No one brings their petty crap to something like this. So you shouldn’t either. And it’s probably not personal for Martines. He’s probably remembering the times you got tangled up in Burton’s cases.”

			“Just not sure I’d be welcome.”

			“It’s not about how you feel, Elder. You’re there to witness. For Burton. You don’t come, I guarantee you will regret it. You need to see the love he’s going to get.”

			She was as blunt as a brick in the face.

			“As a cop. Not as a person. But OK. I’ll think about it.”

			“No.” She tapped the back of my hand. “Don’t think about it. Do it.”

			And so here I was, having trailed the slow cortege from Saint Francis de Sales in Charlestown out to the Fairview Cemetery, the last several miles lined with flashing blue and red lights and police officers at attention in dozens of different jurisdictions’ uniforms.

			I understood the display as homage to the tragedy of an officer killed in the line of duty. It did make me wonder, through the knot in my chest, what it was like to know you were always a member of a pack. But none of these people were here to honor the person I’d known, my friend.

			The honor guard finished folding the American flag that had shrouded Burton’s casket. He stepped stiffly to Francesca, the triangular bundle balanced on his outstretched, white-gloved hands. He must have assumed she was Burton’s wife. Burton’s ex-wife, Sharon, hadn’t even shown up.

			Francesca held up her hands and stepped backward. The captain spoke gently. She shook her head and gestured toward me.

			Formal as a general, he stepped across the turf.

			“Mr. Darrow.” He extended the bundle, the white stars glowing against the dark blue field. “Will you stand in for Detective Burton’s family, please? And accept this flag with the profound thanks of a grateful department. Of course, with our deepest condolences.”

			I bowed my head and accepted the flag, holding it out from my body like an offering to memory. It was heavier than I expected, and the only reason I did not crack into a thousand shards was the thought of how Burton would have mocked me if I did.

			[image: ]

			Francesca wasn’t drinking, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t. She’d skipped the wake for Burton, which was being held at a cop bar near the old Combat Zone, knowing it would only be an excuse for raucous hardcore drinking.

			I set her up at the Esposito’s bar with a pot of tea. I’d closed for the funeral and given my cook Syndi the day off. The speakers rolled out some vintage Alain Touissant—I half-expected to hear him sing “Just a Closer Walk With Thee,” which would have been too much. I leaned on the back bar with a full tumbler of Macallan in my hand.

			“You want something to eat? I can make you a sandwich as long as I don’t have to cut off the crusts.”

			She smiled weakly, her graveside composure having leaked away with that final salute. She leaned her elbows on the bar, chin in her hands, the steam from the tea rising into her face. Those beautiful brown eyes were rimmed in red.

			“What sucks the most about this?” She squeezed out the tea bag with her fingers. “It was random. Burton decides he needs a six-pack, walks in on an armed robbery, and loses his life. No rhyme or reason.”

			“He did take the thief with him.”

			“I’m sure that made him feel better.” She shook her head. “Sorry. It wasn’t even going to be a big payday. The owner only kept like a hundred bucks in the till at a time.”

			I swallowed my whiskey. It was no balm.

			“And a fucking junkie, to boot. Burton would have laughed his ass off. At the absurdity.”

			His life had been in danger many times before, for far more rational reasons than the need of an addict.

			Francesca sighed.

			“You’re right. Goddamn it. It’s just too hard to say that it ends right here.” 
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			Four o’clock on a Thursday afternoon, middle of July. The Esposito had been dead all summer. My laugh felt sour. Was I ever going to be able to say that word without thinking about Burton? I’d lost my mother at thirteen, my father in my forties, but neither of them had torn this large a hole.

			Burton dying while breaking up a liquor store robbery was a pretty shitty story, and he would have been the first to agree. The force had given him the full line of duty funeral, the casket watch, the twenty-one gun salute, but none of it made me feel any better.

			Syndi walked out of the kitchen in the white chef’s coat she liked to wear. It seemed pretentious, but my reactions since Burton had died were all over the map, so I kept my mouth shut.

			“I hope you’re not going to close up early yet again.” She ran a glass of club soda from the gun. “I need the hours.”

			She was clowning. I paid her a salary, not by the hour.

			“I’m joking, obviously.” She read my face. “You being the boss and all.”

			Syndi had added a few pounds since she kicked heroin and her face had color, as if she’d been spending time at the beach. She was much healthier now than when she started working here, or rather, when her father, Mickey Barksdale, placed her in my employ.

			She shivered. The air conditioning was stuck on high and I hadn’t been able to find anyone to fix it.

			“You ever think about playing more upbeat music?”

			

			I was listening to the Keith Jarrett Köln Concert, solo piano. It was complicated music, dark and intense. But the Esposito was empty, so I didn’t have to worry about any of my customers complaining.

			“I like it. And it suits my mood.”

			“Which has been stuck in compound low for like two weeks in a row.”

			“I am not having this discussion.”

			“OK. But look at this place.”

			What was she talking about, the dusty bottles, the sticky bar top? None of that seemed to matter.

			“Let us not forget who works for who here.”

			“Whom,” she said. “The second who, that is.”

			I leveled a look that should have shut her up. She drank soda.

			“Dishwasher’s on the fritz again. Did you call them?”

			I’d forgotten, but I wasn’t going to tell her that.

			“I’ll check on it. Anything else major weighing on your mind?”

			She shook her head.

			“Elder, I—

			“Not one more word. Please. All I need is one tiny reason to shut this whole operation down.”

			As if I could blame it on her if I did.

			She clinked the glass down on the bar top and slipped back into the kitchen. What was she doing back there, with no customers to cook for?

			I was losing my heart for the business I’d run for decades: the late nights, the mouthy drunks, the endless pinprick hassles of running a business. And my own struggle, which endured. When I bought the bar, my rationale was that being around booze all the time would inoculate me, keep me from drowning in my own addiction. Magical thinking, maybe, but it had worked, more or less. Until now.

			Which reminded me. It was four o’clock. For Syndi’s sake, I swapped out the Jarrett for a playlist of easier listening, but still jazz—George Shearing, Oscar Peterson—and reached for the Macallan bottle.

			I measured out a four-ounce shot, corked the bottle, and replaced it on the top shelf. If I controlled the size and frequency of my drinks, how bad could it be?

			The whiskey slid down my throat like warm syrup, quenching my pain as water soothed a pilgrim in the desert. I rinsed the glass and turned it upside down on the drain board as the door at the top of the stairs creaked open.

			“Shit.”

			I was in no mood for serving today. Until Syndi made her little joke, I had been thinking about closing for the day. Most of my regulars hadn’t been in these last two weeks. It was as if my grief and my rage at Burton’s death were repelling people.

			“Good afternoon,” this intruder in my day said, as he stepped off the bottom stair.

			He strolled across the black and white floor, his face pale as lace curtains, a prominent Adam’s apple above his shirt collar. He was thin enough to swim in the blue and white seersucker suit he wore over a button-down Oxford, and he sported one of the few neckties I’d seen in months. If he tried to order a drink, I was going to have to card him.

			A sudden memory, of Burton and his cheap suits, stabbed me in the solar plexus. He favored beautiful and expensive shirts—Sea Island cotton or Irish linen—but crime scenes were messy and dry cleaning wasn’t cheap. Hence the suits from Robert Hall.

			“You all right there, sir? You seemed to leave us for a moment.”

			“A little indigestion. What can I get you?”

			If he was older than twenty, he’d taken a rough road getting there. A vertical scar bisected his right eyebrow. Whatever caused it had barely missed blinding him. A small chunk of one earlobe was missing, corrugated pink scar tissue in its place. He looked like a tomcat who’d been in one too many scrapes.

			He shook his head.

			“I don’t drink alcohol. Though I appreciate the offer.”

			He gazed around the Esposito’s interior, the picture of Bobby Orr flying across the goal mouth in the old Boston Garden, the signed poster from the Newport Jazz Festival, the black and white photos of Dizzy and Miles.

			“Very old-school, isn’t it? I like it.”

			He leaned on the bar, then picked up his hand, and grimaced.

			“This is a tavern, you know. Maybe you’d like a Shirley Temple?”

			Perched on a stool, the man eyed me the way a cat might watch a hole in the wall, patient and indifferent.

			“Someone would like to speak with you.”

			Shearing smoothed the way through “The Nearness of You.”

			“‘Someone.’ The City Council? The Neighborhood Watch? The Home for Little Wanderers?”

			“Elder.” Syndi hissed at me from the doorway.

			“Pardon me.”

			Despite his threatening manner, I turned my back on the man at the bar. I couldn’t have cared less why he was here. It was getting close to my five o’clock shot.

			“That’s Alistair Dain.” She raised her eyebrows as if I ought to recognize the name.

			“Why didn’t you say so? I could name a drink after him. Call it the Dain Curse.”

			She bit her lip, ignoring the joke.

			“He’s Mickey’s, what do you call it? His PA?”

			“Mickey has a personal assistant?” She would know, Mickey being her father. “He looks like a senior in high school.”

			I hated the idea of Mickey Barksdale, even once removed, in my bar. His history with Burton was one of the factors that got me in trouble in the past.

			I stepped back out to the bar. Alistair was an upscale name for a kid from a working-class neighborhood—Charlestown, I assumed, since that was Mickey’s home base. His mother must have had aspirations.

			“Kindly inform your boss that there is nothing in the world I wish to discuss with him. Any connection he and I might have had died with my friend.”

			Syndi sucked in air. I didn’t care.

			“So if you’re not here to drink? Please remove yourself from my establishment.”

			Dain smirked as if amused by the idea anyone would deny Mickey something.

			“It’s also possible the protection your association with Detective Burton provided died along with him.”

			“Assuming I need protection from anything.”

			Dain’s baby face made the threat hard to take seriously. His smirk evaporated.

			“Everyone needs protection, Mr. Darrow. Especially in your business. The food, the linen, the beer and liquor? Deliveries can turn up short, or never arrive. A drunk stabs someone? A fire in the kitchen? And so on and so on.”

			I’d been threatened plenty of times, and by scarier people than this. My friendship with Burton had kept the more egregious threats at bay, but I’d also learned not to give an inch. The first step downhill was always the slipperiest.

			“I didn’t build this place up by listening to threats. Tell Mr. Barksdale thanks very much, but I don’t wish to talk to him. I have a business to run.”

			Dain wiped his finger across the bar, looked at the other signs of my recent neglect: the dust on the liquor bottles, the smeared back mirror.

			“You don’t seem to be working very hard at it.” He held up a finger. “One minute, please.”

			He stepped back and reached into his coat, watching my eyes. Mickey probably only wanted to offer some half-assed condolences. He and Burton had been boys together in Charlestown until life forked them off in different directions. And while they might have used each other, they weren’t anything like friends.

			Instead of a weapon, Dain pulled out a phone. I was relieved—I might have been depressed, but I wasn’t suicidal.

			He poked a single key, Mickey on speed dial. It implied he occupied a higher rung on the Barksdale ladder than most. He walked off into the shadows by the stage.

			Syndi disappeared back into the kitchen as if she didn’t want to witness whatever came next.

			As Dain emerged from the shadow, he slipped the phone into his pocket and adjusted the drape of his jacket.

			“Mr. Barksdale will respect your need to further grieve. He also requests, when you feel able, that you contact him.”

			I doubted I would comply with the request, though the implication if I didn’t hovered between us.

			“My regards to Michael.” Which only his intimates called him—let Alistair parse that. “But I would sooner gargle Drano. Now remove yourself from the premises. Please.”

			Dain’s lips pinched white.

			“I’m under specific orders from Mr. Barksdale at the moment. But were I not, it would be a pleasure to teach you better manners.”

			“Too late for that, my friend.” I flicked the back of my hand at him. “Out.”

			Dain knocked his knuckles on the bar top.

			“Until that time, then. Sir.” 
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			After Dain left, I decided to stay open, as much to spite Syndi’s certainty she could predict what I’d do as anything else. A trickle of customers came and went, no one I knew and no one I cared to talk to. By midnight, I was exhausted, though my mind was buzzing, as if the Scotch were a mental accelerant rather than a depressant.

			I leaned against the back bar, listening to Grant Green light-finger his way through “My Favorite Things.” The kitchen closed at eleven—I didn’t want to encourage a late-night college crowd with the munchies—and Syndi had gone home. Some nights she stayed around to talk, but not tonight.

			The upstairs door squeaked open, a reminder I still hadn’t managed to lubricate those hinges.

			The deadbolt on the street door snapped. Only one person would assume he had the right to close me down, and as if thinking about him conjured the little bastard, here he came, stomping down the metal stairs so the taps on his boots rang. He marched across the floor like a little general on an inspection tour.

			“Bartender.”

			He stood no taller than five and a half feet, and he’d lost some of his bulk since the last time I’d seen him, though his forearms were still Popeye-massive. His lips were a liverish gray and his breath was a broadcast of garlic and old cigarette smoke. He hopped up on a bar stool.

			

			“What are the chances of a libation in this golden hour?” He swept a look around the room. “It doesn’t appear you’re too involved in serving paying customers.”

			He slid a crisp hundred dollar bill onto the bar, the middle three fingers on his left hand bound with surgical tape.

			“I thought you were going to leave me alone for a while. To grieve, was what Dain told me.”

			“Needs must.” He tapped the bill. “That drink? What about a White Russian? A little cream to soothe my stomach?”

			He patted a nonexistent pot belly, his torso tight under the Bunker Hill Community College T-shirt.

			“It’s late, Mickey. And I’m tired. Can we skip the foreplay and move right to the part where you try and fuck me?”

			His jaw set, and the room temperature dropped.

			“Have I not asked you politely to call me Michael?”

			He acted insulted, but his face was mobile enough to fake any expression. 

			“You did.” My curiosity stirred. “And I apologize. Let me buy you that drink.”

			Which may have been the point of his acting insulted. He was as cheap as dirt, though he did not retrieve his hundred-dollar bill. I turned down the music and reached for the vodka on the top shelf.

			“I never got the chance to tell you how sorry I was about Daniel. Obviously, I couldn’t go to the funeral.”

			It was a statement of fact, not regret. I scooped ice into a stemmed glass and assembled the drink.

			“You could have sent a card.”

			Mickey took a cautious sip.

			“Daniel and I were always close, you know. Since the third grade at Warren-Prescott. Mrs. Ward’s class.”

			He changed the subject when I frowned.

			“How’s my daughter working out for you? She taking care of herself?”

			

			Meaning was she still an addict? Mickey and Syndi didn’t talk much. He disapproved of drugs, and of her using them. She’d survived one overdose before she kicked the habit this last time.

			“Why don’t you ask her yourself?”

			He took another tiny sip and waved his hand.

			“Not what I came to talk to you about.”

			He paused, a ham actor about to deliver his big line. I poured myself a healthy Scotch, which stalled him.

			“Back on your shit, are you?”

			“Michael.”

			“I know. I know. It’s difficult to talk about this.”

			“You could try spitting it out.”

			He placed the glass precisely in the center of the coaster.

			“If this turns out to be true, people are going to die because of it. By my word and by my hand.”

			His naked rage jarred me. I sipped the whiskey for its comfort.

			“This obviously has something to do with Burton. Why come to me if you’re not ready to talk about it?”

			He curled his fingers around the glass like he wanted to throw it.

			“I have come to believe.” His teeth grated. “I have come to believe that my very good friend Daniel Burton did not die by accident. But as a message to me.”

			He shoved the empty glass across, holding my stare.

			“And I will have another drink. If you please.”

			“Very good friend, my ass.” I wasn’t going to let his bullshit slide. “And you cannot be serious. Someone murdered him?”

			Mickey gave me a molten look. 

			I assembled the second White Russian, happy to have something to do with my hands. His statement shocked me, but Burton was still gone from the earth.

			“OK. You are serious. You must have some evidence.”

			Mickey shut his eyes, as if he wasn’t used to being challenged.

			

			“I just know.”

			Not a helpful answer. I stirred the drink and served it. He pushed it to one side.

			“My gut can barely handle one.”

			He reached a pack of Luckies out of the snap pocket of his shirt, shook one free, and lit it. Smoking in bars and restaurants had been illegal since 2004, but I wasn’t going to remind him. I did wonder if he had anything other than an intuition that Burton’s death wasn’t random.

			“Mickey. Michael. You must have a reason to think what you’re thinking. Have you said anything to the cops?”

			He scoffed.

			“Did they say anything to me? All I have right now, my friend, is whispers. Intimations. But you don’t get to where I am without good instincts. And my instincts say there’s something rotten in the story of our good friend’s demise.”

			And maybe those were only intimations of his own mortality. Or a worry someone had taken out a hit he hadn’t approved. 

			“You know I saved his life once.” Mickey stared into his smeared reflection in the mirror. “Of course you do. You were there. I took the shot you couldn’t.”

			I ignored the insult to my shooting, but couldn’t forget that morning at the baseball field next to the old Navy Yard, Burton zip-tied to a support in one of the dugouts, about to undergo box-cutter surgery at the hands of a demented female murderer. Mickey had killed her when I froze. 

			“And you know he was grateful. But you also know there were lines he wouldn’t cross.”

			Mickey glared.

			“You might be surprised, bartender. My question is what are you going to do about this?”

			“I am not going to do a goddamned thing, Michael. Even if I could, what would I be working from? The evidence of your wonky gut?”

			He shook his head like he was shooing a mosquito.

			“You have a certain amount of leeway with me, pally. But it has limits.”

			I stared over his shoulder at the photo of Miles Davis and took a long breath to keep myself from saying something stupid. Mickey’s temperament could rocket from placid to thermonuclear in the space of a heartbeat, not something I wanted to experience.

			“If your instinct is correct, you’re in a better position to find out what happened than I am. If somebody killed Burton for a reason, it happened because of something in your world. Not mine.”

			“Maybe yes, maybe no. And those worlds may not be so far apart. But I can’t be seen chasing this down.”

			“Why not? You were his best friend, right?”

			The sarcasm slid past him.

			“You’re not thinking, bartender. You know what I do, who I am, the type of people who work for me.”

			At least he didn’t pretend he wasn’t a criminal. For a time, he’d worked very hard to make his activities look respectable. Maybe Burton’s death had freed him from that.

			“I start poking around with my own people, their daily activities? Any more than I do? They’re gonna want to know why. What do I tell them, I’m looking into whether a cop friend of mine got murdered?”

			“People know you two were friends. You made such a big thing out of it.” I was enjoying his conundrum. “Tell them you’re outraged someone might have killed him. They’ll understand revenge.”

			“Won’t fly. No one knows that Burton and I used to talk. And hearing that we had would make people question my judgment—I’d look soft. Also, I’m involved in some delicate negotiations at the moment.” He lipped a small smile. “Someone is always trying to get over on me. Which is why I need you.”

			I hated the idea he needed anything from me.

			

			“I understand the problem. But there’s no evidence.”

			“That’s where you come in. You used to work with him. On his cases. You know how to look into things.”

			“Usually I was dragged in. Moral support, mostly.”

			“But you know that side of the fence. The cops, his girlfriend. Maybe it was someone he arrested once upon a time. All I’m asking is you wade in there and ask some questions. See if anyone else thinks something’s not right. He was your friend, Darrow. You should care about this.”

			That killed any impulse I had toward agreeing. No one, least of all Mickey Barksdale, told me what to do.

			“Hey, Michael. I’m sorry for your loss. It’s my loss, too. But as you keep pointing out? I’m a bartender. I don’t have the skills or the desire to play Sam Spade. So let’s call it right there.”

			He wouldn’t know who Sam Spade was—Mickey hadn’t read a thing since SRA cards in grammar school. But he knew when he was being told no.

			He dropped the cigarette butt in his untouched drink and dismounted the stool.

			“If that’s the best you can do for your oldest pal, bartender. I guess I’ll have to accept it.”

			Then he swatted the drink the length of the bar, spraying a foamy trail that soaked the hundred-dollar bill. The glass fell off the end of the bar and shattered on the floor.

			“Even if I don’t approve. But don’t be surprised if you end up changing your mind.” 
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			I was in the bar early the next morning, right after nine, partly because I’d woken up every couple of hours thinking about Mickey. Any encounter was disturbing, but I had a sense he wasn’t as committed to the idea Burton had been murdered as he’d sounded, as if he were trying out a scenario where someone wanted Burton gone. It beggared belief that the entire apparatus of the Boston police which would have focused hard on a cop being killed, hadn’t turned up the possibility Burton’s death was anything but random.

			I carried out the step stool from the back room, a plastic spray bottle of window cleaner, and a roll of paper towels. Taking down the liquor bottles from the three-tiered rack in front of the mirror, I lined them up on the bar top. Brad Meldhau worked through a long composition from his Live Trio Album as I sipped from a cup of Dunkin’ and wiped down the glass.

			Mickey’s insistence that I owed Burton still pissed me off. The gangster always ran to the paranoid side—he had to, to survive—but the idea Burton had died for some reason other than being in the wrong liquor store at the wrong time was magical thinking.

			Meldhau shepherded the trio across the bridge of “The Very Thought of You” as the upstairs door squeaked open.

			Syndi trudged down the stairs, a canvas bag from the WGBH pledge drive slung over her shoulder. She shuffled across the black and white linoleum as if her feet hurt. Not just her feet. Her entire body limped.

			“Rough night?”

			She headed into the kitchen.

			“Leave me alone.”

			“O-oh-ka-ay.”

			If I didn’t know she wasn’t a drinker, I’d have thought she was hung over.

			Some of the smears would not come off, but I dusted the bottles and replaced them on their shelves. She emerged from the back, carrying two mugs of fresh coffee.

			“Sorry. The truth shouldn’t piss me off so much.”

			She was pale as rice paper and her normal thinness was deeper, almost anorexic. Scabs decorated the inside of her elbow and the skin on her face was blotched. Her eyes were scraped and raw.

			“And a good morning to you, too.”

			“I said I was sorry.” She coughed.

			“If you’re sick, I don’t want you in here.”

			Ever since the plague came to town, people noticed the slightest cough or sneeze in their general vicinity. Broadcast germs could now be fatal.

			“I’m not sick. Not the way you mean, anyway.” She pushed the mug in my direction. “You want this or not?”

			I’d finished the Dunkin’. This would be stronger and taste better. And my curiosity was up.

			“Thanks.”

			She walked around to the outside and took a bar stool. Whatever she had to say, it wasn’t coming easily.

			“What are you thinking about for lunch?”

			She sighed like a tire giving up air.

			“I made a gazpacho yesterday. Maybe BLTs? It’s supposed to be over ninety again today.”

			She wasn’t wearing her chef’s coat, only a white apron over a black Harley-Davidson tank top. I’d gotten the HVAC guy in finally, but the temperature in the kitchen still wouldn’t drop below eighty.

			“Sounds good. We’re set for the weekend? Supplies?”

			She nodded, clutching the mug as if its heat could tame her shiver. It wasn’t that cold in here.

			“You told me once there was only one reason you’d ever even think about firing me.”

			I picked up the coffee and breathed past a sudden constriction in my throat. A relapse to heroin would explain her ragged look. And it wouldn’t have happened overnight. Where had I been, what had I been doing, that I hadn’t noticed?

			“You’re back on the needle?”

			She wasn’t high right now, but miserable, and not only in a physical way. She raised the mug, lowered it without drinking.

			“It was an accident.” She winced at my frown. “Almost.”

			My heart hurt for her. Getting straight had helped to drag her out of a peck of other troubles before she came to work for me. Now it was day one all over again. And the hardest part was committing to another try in the aftermath of a slip.

			“Not sure how that could be.”

			She twirled a pink metal coin on the bar top, watching
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