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A few minutes before midnight, Clarence Samuel Gravitano carefully turned the Lincoln Mark IV down the dimly lighted alley. The windshield wipers, set to the lowest intermittent setting against the constant mist, moved to the right across the windshield, then back to the left.

Through the streaked windshield to the left lay a row of docks. Beyond them was the Atlantic Ocean, and it was raging, slamming against the massive upright timbers that marked the edge of the pier. Only the mist itself was visible as it splashed up and over the docks. 

Before Gravitano was offered a chance to work with Frank Moretti, he had worked these docks. He’d been here around midnight before too, but he’d never seen them so devoid of life.

There ought’a be a few guys around. Bums scavenging, dealers and their marks making surreptitious deals, bored kids out looking for something to smash. 

But there was nobody. Even the gulls that hung around most nights were somewhere else.

Something wasn’t right. 

On the near side of each dock was a small square shack. They were all the same. A front door opened onto the dock. A four-pane window faced the alley. Inside was a counter, a stool and a small safe. All the windows were dark.

Midway between one shack and the next was a street lamp. There were eight shacks and seven street lamps in all, all marching away in a staggered column along the alley. 

On the right side of the alley, the fronts of a solid line of off-white warehouses were dimly illuminated by the street lamps. Each had a broad bay door with a smaller door to one side. Above each broad door, at the end of a metal conduit, hung an overhead lamp in an inverted aluminum bowl. All of those were extinguished, having been shattered by local kids. 

Sammy frowned and lightly touched the brake, then glanced in the rear-view mirror. His voice was somewhere in the tenor range, and it matched his appearance. At five six, he had a slight frame at around a hundred and fifty pounds. “Hey boss—you sure about this guy?”

In the back seat, Frank “Big Frankie” Moretti put down his newspaper and switched off the light above his head on the right. “Yeah, sure. Why?”

“I dunno, y’know? Somethin’ don’t feel right.” It was the first time he’d driven the boss, and he didn’t want anything to go wrong.

Big Frankie adjusted himself in the seat, then grabbed the back of the front seat and leaned forward. He peered through the front window. “Whadda you, seein’ somethin’ outta whack, or what?”

“Nah, nah. Nothin’ like that. Well, maybe, you know. I ain’t sure. It jus’ don’t feel right, y’know?”

Frank peered through the windshield for another moment, then released the back of the seat and sat back. Sammy was new. It was natural for him to be nervous. “Nah, go ahead, kid. It’s a’right. Hey, nobody’d try nothin’ this close to home, eh?”

But he left the newspaper on the seat and leaned slightly left, still peering through the windshield.

Gravitano nodded. “Sure thing, boss.” He edged the car forward, but he continued to watch the shacks on the left and the warehouses on the right. Something definitely was not right.

He glanced into the rear-view mirror again. “Hey boss, the fourth warehouse, right? That what the guy said?”

“Yeah, right.” The kid was definitely nervous. 

Gravitano returned his attention to the shacks, then the warehouses.

He slowed the car near the end of the third warehouse, then stopped. He unbuckled his seat belt and tugged at the door handle. The overhead light in the car came on.

Moretti leaned forward in the seat again. “Hey, what’a you doin’? It’s the next place.” He pointed. “Up there.”

Sammy glanced back over his right shoulder. “Yeah. I thought I might go check it out, boss. Couldn’t hurt, am I right?” He swung his left leg out of the car.

“Hey, Sammy, look. I appreciate it, but trust is a big thing with these guys. If you stop here—”

And the stillness of the night was shattered as a couple of dozen bullets slapped into the front and passenger side of the car.

Moretti fell left and tried to squeeze himself into the space between the back seat and the back of the front seat. “Get us outta here!”

But Sammy was already out of the car. The driver’s side door was closed behind him, and he was crouched alongside the left front fender. 

The curve of the end of the chrome bumper looked like a shiny little thumbnail moon there. He’d never noticed before. Just like a shiny little thumbnail moon.

Beads of sweat tickled as they popped out on his forehead beneath the sweatband of his fedora.

He glanced to the left, then to the left front. A crossfire would be bad news. 

The shacks were still dark, the windows intact. It wasn’t like there was anywhere to hide over there except inside one. Or maybe alongside it. But the bullets had hit the front of the car. The front and the right. The passenger side. If there was a crossfire, the guy across the street would’ve already fired too. 

That would be a sweet ambush. If you’re gonna ambush somebody, a crossfire was the way to go. Get ‘em flinchin’ one way and nail ‘em the other. But these guys, they obviously weren’t that smart. Trying to hit Frank Moretti in the first place proved that. And like he said, tryin’ it this close to home was just stupid. 

But it wasn’t a crossfire. Nobody was across the street. Only at the warehouse. And plus, it was coming from the warehouse where they guy said they could meet. Was that stupid, or what? 

A crossfire was the way to do it. And the warehouse-side shooter would be in the third warehouse if they were set to meet in the fourth. He wouldn’t be in the warehouse where they were gonna meet. That was just stupid.

But the boss was all right. He’d yelled, so he was all right. And when he yelled his voice was close, so he was on this side of the car somewhere. Inside, but on the driver’s side. So he was all right.

As if to verify his thoughts, to his right front, the gunman opened up again. 

This time the front tire on the passenger side went flat and the passenger side windows on the car shattered. 

On the edge of his mind, Sammy counted an approximation. The same thing. It was the same thing. A couple dozen bullets. The guy was swapping out thirty-round magazines.

A rivulet of sweat trickled from Sammy’s right sideburn down along the front of his ear. 

He reached up to wipe it away, then took a deep breath and gripped his revolver tightly between both hands. A couple of weeks ago, No-Nose Giuliatti said maybe he ought’a consider carrying at least a pistol, like a nine millimeter or a forty-five or something. But the thing is, revolvers don’t jam. Plus he liked the old Smith & Wesson. He’d had it a long time and it was comfortable in his hand. 

“But they got a lot more bullets you can shoot,” Giuliatti said. He pointed derisively at Sammy’s revolver. “You can’t keep up wid’ a Mac-10 wid’ one’a them things. You got six bullets, right? An’ ‘ey got like a hunnerd or somethin’.” 

Sammy smirked. “Yeah, but when you know what you’re doin’, it only takes one. Am I right?” 

Giuliatti shook his head and turned away to go bug somebody else. That was Johnny No-Nose Giuliatti all over again. Him and flies. Their main goal in life was to eat shit and bother people.

Sammy renewed his grip on his revolver and edged forward, the soles of his shoes twisting back and forth and scuffing softly on the asphalt. A thin line of sweat released over his right eyebrow and trickled down alongside his nose. 

He twitched his nose and jaw, then peered around the front of the car.

A slightly darker shadow was framed in the small open door of the fourth warehouse. He was busy bringing another magazine up to what looked like a Mac-10.

But he looked up for a second and missed the magazine slot. Like he was nervous or somethin’.

As he looked back down at the gun to get his bearings, the magazine slipped out of his hand and clattered to the concrete.

Sammy stood up. He took a step past the front of the car, then leveled his Smith & Wesson. “Hey, asshole!” 

Just as the guy looked up, his eyebrows arched, the revolver bucked in Sammy’s hand.
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