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	Sudden Grief

	By Adam Carpenter

	


Prologue

	On occasion, dreams did come true.

	He'd dreamed of becoming a private investigator, and now he was living it. Every morning for the past year, Jimmy McSwain awakened at the apartment in Hell's Kitchen and traveled along the #4 subway line up to the office in Woodlawn. From Manhattan to the Bronx, still in the spacious environs of New York City, two worlds not all that different, the Irish culture alive and breathing and, yes, drinking its way through life on its streets and homes and yes, its pubs.

	The addresses might be different, but the tones were not dissimilar.

	"Where ya going?" Maggie McSwain would say when he was leaving for the day.

	"Where ya been?" Finley Sullivan would say when he arrived for the day.

	Answers weren't required for either question. It was just part of the routine, part of the life as a sometime-Broadway usher and an apprentice private investigator. Juggling them both, liking one, accepting the other, it was a way (two ways) of making ends meet while living with his family by day and working cases big and small for his boss, usually at night. Not unlike theatre, crime thrived in the darker hours.

	Each day he woke with an uncertainty that spurred him on. Life was a mystery, and it was his job to solve some of them, no matter how insignificant. Honing his skills, preparing himself for the day a certain case would change him, alter his perspective, and maybe, hopefully, doubtfully, allow him to move on from a lingering pain that never quite went away. One crime, unsolved, had a hold over him.

	He thought he'd dreamed of it.

	But now, in the early light of the morning, he awoke disoriented and the stories from his sleep evaded him. He hadn't had that many drafts at Gaslight, had he? Considering he'd started the day at Paddy's Pub and, after saying he was going home, he'd ended up at the gay bar around the corner from his uncle's bar. Perhaps a moment of clarity would wash the sleep from him.

	At least his bed was occupied by only himself. Had there been a guy he'd been talking to? A name flitted about his mind. Tad? Tom? Not quite right, but close.

	Jimmy seemed to remember a slip of paper being stuffed, suggestively, in his pocket. "Call me," a spectral voice spoke inside his mind. He'd have to check his jeans, now tossed over the back of a chair. He wiped away the emerging memory and concentrated on now.

	The day after St. Patrick's Day.

	Thinking he might require a couple of aspirins, maybe three, he threw back the rumpled covers. Stretching out his six-foot frame, he rubbed slits that masked his eyes. Excising the sleep and opening them to a fresh day of possibilities. Yet he knew today was different from most others, because of what it represented. He got up, clad only in boxer shorts, and padded his way toward his dresser for a T-shirt to slip on. That's when his eyes fell on the object which he saw every day, today taking on a greater importance.

	On his dresser, amidst a jar of coins and a couple bottles of cologne, a framed photograph of Officer Joseph McSwain, NYPD. Full uniform, clean-shaven, the hint of a smile on an otherwise stalwart, handsome face.

	"Hey, Dad." Jimmy touched the frame, ran a finger across its dusty edges.

	Inside the top drawer, buried beneath clothes he hadn't worn in years, were two badges, one silver, one gold, one his, one his father's. Never to be worn again. On this eerily quiet morning, something unsettled stirred inside him, an urge coming over him to see them and to touch them and to remember what they stood for. He'd last set his eyes on them nearly a year ago, on the day of his graduation from the NYPD academy.

	He didn't know why he was being so secretive about this. In the rooms next door, Maggie, his mother, still slept. And Meaghan, she didn't wake up until it was nearly lunchtime. Of course, each had excuses, decent or not. His mother worked the late shift at the Calloway Theatre, a near three-hour show that had her getting home after eleven P.M. Bratty Meaghan liked to go out and party with the girls from the neighborhood. She'd get home at four A.M., if at all, sometimes crashing at a friend's place. Still, this quiet time remained Jimmy's.

	Opening the drawer, he rummaged until he found what he sought. The two velvet-covered boxes. He took hold of them and placed them on the soft blankets. One was burgundy and shiny, his; the other, a royal blue, elegant but aged. Flipping open the lid of the former, he gazed down at the silver shield, it's number 9701 staring at him. He could have been this, Officer Jimmy McSwain. Patrolling the streets just like his father. Once his only aspiration. Fate said otherwise. He'd earned the right to wear it. He had no desire to wear it.

	He closed it and picked up the other. Hesitation filled him.

	Could he remember the last time he'd stared at it? Had the strength to open it? It was like Pandora was underneath that lid. Conjuring ghosts from the past with the easy lift of the lid. But on this day, he knew he could, and he knew he had to.

	It still sparkled, this golden emblem that celebrated the career of Joseph McSwain. A cop, badge 7572, dedicated and loyal to the neighborhood he patrolled and the same neighborhood in which he lived. Everyone around knew him and yes, for a time, they mourned him. For Jimmy, the mourning became a part of him, an emotion, like joy, like hate, like bitterness. The stages of grief had run through his body like a pinball, and, while the machine worked, the ball often settled into its hold. Waiting to be thrust again into the freewheeling game of life. Seeing the shield, taking gentle hold of it, he realized he'd not grieved the final step: acceptance.

	The killer of Joseph McSwain lived out there, somewhere.

	Only when caught would he be able to move on.

	"Ten years," Jimmy said to the shield, looking over at the photograph. His father stared at him, face unmoving.

	A chill traveled through his body. His mind suddenly flashed back to that day. So innocent, a morning dash to the deli on the corner to get bagels. A father and his son on a random errand. It should have happened differently, happily. It should have ended with them smearing the bagel with the white cream cheese, not staining the sidewalk with a river of crimson blood. The difference between one event happening and the other not, a single shot, a bullet ripping through the air and hitting a target.

	Now Jimmy remembered something else. His dream from the night before.

	With the shield still in the grip of his hand, he sat back on the edge of the bed, looking out the window at the coming almost-spring morning, the sun rising in a baked yellow glow, just as it had on that fateful morning.

	Nothing was different, except everything was.

	"Ten years, Dad," Jimmy spoke again to the solemn silence in the room. "You're gone ten years today."

	His dream had shown the world so differently.

	* * * *

	"Jimmy, let's go, son."

	"Coming, Dad."

	What could sound more natural, the easy dialogue between a father and his boy. Jimmy finished dressing by tying his fading white sneakers, then bouncing up from his spot on the chair in his bedroom. On the way out he'd grab his light jacket; the month of March and winter's chill was still hanging on.

	He entered the living room, where he found his father standing there, looking impatient. It was always interesting to see Jimmy's father not in uniform, as though he was just a regular citizen. He wore brown slacks and a patterned button-down shirt, sleeves rolled up, a coat draped over hairy forearms. It might be his day off, but he was clean-shaven, even at seven-thirty in the morning.

	"About time," he said. He put his hands on his hips. "Mornings don't wait for sleepyheads, do they?"

	It was a Dad-ism, or maybe just a McSwain-ism. Because at that moment, his mother poked her head from the kitchen and said, "Your father's right, Jimmy. Get a move on before all the good bagels are gone," she said.

	They lived in New York City. He'd never heard of a bagel shortage before.

	"I want a plain bagel," Mallory said. An easy-enough order.

	"I want poppy. No one else gets my poppy."

	"Meaghan, you'll get what they have," Joseph McSwain spoke.

	No one could get that little girl to quiet down faster than her father. She sulked but wouldn't dare talk back.

	Just a regular day in the life of the McSwain's of 48th and Tenth Avenue in Hell's Kitchen. The deli-run would be quick, just a block south. They'd been going there for years for last-minute staples and of course, Sunday bagels. Except today was Friday, and Joseph had been given the day off from the NYPD after patrolling the streets all day and part of the night, St. Patrick's Day. Of course, first he'd marched in the parade. And then, again of course, at the end of his shift, when he and Maggie spent a couple of hours at Paddy's pub.

	Jimmy, at fourteen years of age, wasn't an innocent. He knew sometimes his parents came home...happy.

	As they headed downstairs and out in the bright sunshine of the day, Joseph carried with him a smile as big as the city. It didn't take walking ten feet before someone on the sidewalk greeted them.

	"Morning, Joseph. Jimmy."

	"Hey, Steve. Nice day. Quiet after the long celebrations."

	"Ha. Everyone's still sleeping it off."

	Joseph continued down the street, a laugh trailing after them. The exchange between the two men wasn't unusual, Joseph McSwain not only lived here; he patrolled the neighborhood, and with it, enjoyed the notoriety as much as he carried respect. Jimmy beamed every time they walked together, whether to get a haircut at Speckie's or a slice at DelVecchio's, or just to the deli, which was fast approaching.

	Not much in the dream differed from reality.

	The ding of the bell above the store when they entered. The Indian man behind the counter, nodding a friendly hello. Joseph going toward the coolers in the back to grab a carton of orange juice. A commotion suddenly occurring at the counter. Jimmy turning to see the man with the gun, pointing it, trying to rob the kind owner. Joseph springing into action. It was a whirlwind, bodies in motion, cries of stop, that bell...that damn bell, ringing like an echo inside his brain. Or was that sound not the bell but the bullet, being freed from its cartridge by the pull of a trigger.

	Jimmy stood there, silent, not fearing what would happen. He was here with his father, safe and protected. He saw his father race out of the deli. He acted fast, a man in motion, determined to stop a robber, a thief, the shooter. And he did, his body seeming to fly through the air, colliding with the gunman. The gun clattered away, the lone bullet shattering the glass door to the deli.

	But that was the only damage. His father was unshot in his dream. He was fine.

	He was alive, and the shooter was escorted into the back of a police cruiser which had just arrived.

	Then, like the flip of a switch or the blink of an eye, Joseph McSwain was holding a bag in his hand. The bagels they'd come for. He spoke about going home and enjoying a leisurely breakfast. Jimmy found himself trailing after him, wanting to savor the moment when he watched his father in action, doing as all cops should do. Protect and serve.

	That's how it should have ended. That's not how it did end.

	No matter the fantasy, the dream, the hope or wish, Jimmy McSwain would always awaken seeing red. Not just from the blood that streaked the sidewalk, stained his hands, but the rage he felt inside him, sometimes silent, never doused.

	* * * *

	He continued to hold the gold badge so tight it drew blood itself. A good reminder that the past must someday be reckoned with. He got up and stashed the badges behind the socks, hiding them from a cruel world. He thought he could detect a muffled sound, a voice.

	His father, mirroring Maggie, mirroring Finn, asking his own question.

	"What are you going to do about it, Jimmy?"

	On occasion, dreams don't come true.

	* * * *

	


Part 1: Pushing Boundaries

	


Chapter 1

	On the schedule today was a meeting of the minds, and those minds were meeting in the middle. An agreed upon neutral spot where both had to travel equal distances. Not the Bronx, not Brooklyn, but Manhattan, and to be specific, a hole in the wall tavern on the west side of the island, known by locals and adventurous tourists alike as Paddy's Pub.

	Jimmy McSwain was expecting two guests. Not too nervous to order a pint in advance; too nervous, though, to drink it. Instead, he paced the length of the bar, looking out the window and at his watch, one, the other, again, a volleying tick to the point where his uncle was getting ready to douse him with the standing pint.

	"Jimmy, settle down. It's like you're expecting the Queen to invade Ireland."

	That sounded like sacrilege. It wasn't that bad. It's just, these two men had never met. And the one thing they had in common was Jimmy himself. No, correct that, more than him; they shared a love of the law, of halting crime, of arresting criminals. Both had worn the uniform, though not in the same borough, much less the same city.

	One was a Boston-cop-turned private investigator.

	The other was NYPD, retired. No less curious about things bad guys do.

	Both lifers, and both expected at two P.M. on this Wednesday in March. Finley Sullivan and Ralphie Henderson were late. It was ten minutes after the hour, so Jimmy could be excused for feeling anxious. He'd been anxious all morning and during lunch, which was now gurgling in his stomach. Damn if that beer wouldn't settle him down. He looked at the pint, telling himself to learn patience. A trait Finn was trying to instill in him.

	"What's your worry? That they won't get along? Rival cities, rival cops?"

	"I'm being ridiculous, I know. They're grown men. It's not like I'm setting them up."

	Paddy laughed. "Anyone setting you up these days?"

	"No, and let's not even go there." Jimmy McSwain had been burned by his last boyfriend, an Irishman named Aidan who had an issue with the truth, and the law. He'd been wanted by the police back in County Cork and he hadn't bothered to tell Jimmy anything about why. They met through Finn--a friend of the family. Some friend. It had been good for a while. At least, the sex had been good. But something was missing in their equation. He'd turned a plus into a minus with one secret too many. Good riddance. To Aidan, and to men in general. Jimmy's focus had to be elsewhere.

	Like on today.

	Ralphie had a job for him, he'd said. Jimmy worked for Finn. Which meant any case that came his way had to be cleared by the big boss. Hence, the two were set to meet here, with Jimmy acting as go-between. It was now two-fifteen and still no sign of either of his guests. He gave up, sat on the nearby bar stool, lifted the pint glass to his lips and tasted the warm draft. Just as a warm breeze flew in from an opened door. The magic elixir granting his wish.

	Finley Sullivan entered and said, "What, you couldn't wait?"

	Typical. Both the timing and the tone.

	Before Jimmy could respond, Paddy interjected with his own perfect timing, a fresh pint at the ready for the new patron.

	"Now there's a publican to please the soul," Finn said, extending a hand. "Pleasure, good sir."

	"Patrick Bryne. Paddy to all. Except him. I'm Uncle Paddy."

	"So much for introductions."

	"Two men from our generation don't need an assist from a youngin' on proper manners," Finn advised. He'd been advising Jimmy for the past year.

	Jimmy just shook his head in silence as Finn took his role as instructor to a new level. Then he looked around, hoping for Ralphie's presence to save him before these two countrymen launched into a chorus of "Danny Boy." But the door remained closed, just the three of them and a couple of regulars down at the other end of the bar.

	"So, Jimmy lured you down to midtown. Must be important."

	"Bea--that's my wife--is seeing a matinee with a couple of her lady friends. I offered to drop her off. It's an easy enough trip down, though parking over this way is a bitch. Good thing a connection with the NYPD set me up; got me a parking sticker. Otherwise, I'd still be
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