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ONE

THE MONTAGUE WAS an old whore of a hotel; she stood on the corner of Henry and Montague Streets in Brooklyn, New York. She was a couple of decades past her prime when Silvano Iurata landed there in the fall of ’73, but if you squinted your eyes hard enough to ﬁlter out the grime you could still see something of what she used to be when she was young and glorious, green marble columns in the lobby thirty feet high, ﬂoor-to-ceiling windows, ornate wainscoting, carved mahogany front desk, plaster lions molded into the ceiling, so far up you could barely make them out, up there snarling down at you in sooty malevolence. She was maybe eighteen stories high, the lower ﬂoors more desirable than the upper ones because only one of the three elevators worked. One of the other two was generally shut down for repairs and the third was broken and sealed off for good. In one corner of the lobby was a bar, a dimly lit room behind swinging doors that had the image of a piano frosted into the thick green glass.

Silvano ﬂopped on an ancient couch and waited for the night manager to locate his paperwork. He glanced in the bar’s direction but he had no real desire to go in; bars were not his thing, particularly when they were small, dank, and heavy with the smell of beer, urine, and unwashed bodies. He wasn’t that thirsty, couldn’t imagine being that thirsty. An old guy with a cracked leather face and a red potato nose watched him from the bar doorway, and after a while, his beverage in his hand, he made his way carefully over to where Silvano sat.

“Excuse me,” he said, in that whispery voice guys get when their upper teeth are gone. “I know you from someplace. Someplace overseas.”

Oh, I hope not, Silvano thought, keeping his expression blank. He looked at the old boy’s face, trying to picture what he might have looked like before time and bad habits had worked him over. “I don’t think so,” he said. “You don’t look familiar.”

“You sure? I was a news service photographer during the ﬁfties and sixties. I worked the Middle East and North Africa. I swear I ran into you over there someplace.”

Silvano shook his head, relieved. “Not me,” he said, “late sixties, I was in Southeast Asia.”

“Damn. I was so sure. Damn. Guy must’ve been your twin, then.” He chuckled and drained off what was left in his glass. “Maybe you’ll meet the guy some day. What did you do, in Southeast Asia.”

“Worked for a messenger service.”

“Ah,” he said, looking down into his glass. “One of those guys. You with the Company?”

Silvano shook his head. “No. I was just an observer for the Defense Department.”

“You don’t look like an observer. You look more like a participant.” He had a wry smile on his face. “Well, anyway,” he said, rattling his ice cubes, “I need a reﬁll. Come on in and join me sometime. I’ll buy you a drink, we can talk about the bad old days.”

“Yeah, sure.”

Silvano shook his head as he watched the old boy make his way unsteadily back over where he’d come from. Funny, he thought, when you’re young and you’re spending it, you never think you’re gonna get old and have to struggle to make the payments. You see some old bugger just hanging on, just trying not to die today, he looks like some kind of an alien creature, but he’s you, brother, just as sure as that little shit who went to high school was you, and you’ll get there all too soon. He tried again to place the old man’s face, going back in his mind, remembering, until he caught himself at it and pulled back. Bad neighborhood, he told himself, you can’t afford to hang out there. You got to stay in the now.

Easier said than done, though. He kept waiting for things to be different, but he kept winding up in the Hotel Montague or someplace like her, back in the arms of some old blowser who would give him shelter for a while. Someone had once said, he couldn’t remember who, that home is where you can go, and they have to let you in. Maybe that’s what kept him where he was, or maybe he was supposed to learn something, maybe he was supposed to have some sort of an incremental awakening before he could go on to the next level. But whatever the reason, he always felt more comfortable in the low-rent joints, where you didn’t need to worry if your shirt or your haircut or your politics were right, if you had the price of a round they’d be glad to see you no matter how you looked or how badly you’d treated them the last time out, and they’d say, welcome back, sonny, have a seat, tell us where you been this long time.

There was still a lot of old ﬂeabags like the Hotel Montague in that part of Brooklyn, from the Brooklyn Bridge stretching south and west along the waterfront past the Port Authority docks. The Hotel Montague was about the best of the bunch, at the time. Some of the others were pretty bad, like the Lady Margaret or the Stanford. With those two, it was only a question of whether they burned down before they fell down, or vice versa. The Castle Arms was another one, big square brick building with a parapet on each corner. It was not a bad place, relatively clean, still had some normal people in it. It had a big empty room on the ﬁrst ﬂoor that had once been a restaurant, and a huge ballroom one ﬂoor down. No one had danced in the ballroom for a generation, it was dark and piled eight feet deep with chairs and old hotel furnishings that were covered with a thick coat of dust. There was a narrow pathway through it all to the back door. Upstairs, though, it looked nearly normal, like a regular hotel almost, all the elevators worked, all the doors had locks, all the toilets ﬂushed, the whole bit.

And then there was the St. Felix. The St. Felix took up an entire city block, from Clark to Pineapple and from Henry to Hicks. It hadn’t started out that way, originally it had just been a large white tower on one half of the block, but it sucked in all the other buildings like a tumor eating up healthy cells until the whole block was one big amorphous funky-smelling conglomeration with a few stores stuck to the outside, a deli and a liquor store and whatnot, and an arcade where you could catch the big elevator that went from street level through the basements and subbasements, all the way down to the subway.

The original part of the hotel, the white tower, was mostly empty in those days, except for cats, pigeons, rats, and winos, but one of the elevators still worked, some of the rooms had electricity, and some had running water. The rest of the hotel was inhabited by crazy people; it was party central—neurosis, psychosis, self-medication, and the occasional homicide or suicide.

What happened, sometime in ’72 someone decided that there were too many people in the puzzle factory who weren’t crazy enough, and it would be cheaper to put them on the street. Mainstreaming, they called it, and suddenly big welfare hotels and outpatient clinics became growth industries. A lot of the people who got mainstreamed had a bad time of it. Take a person with a tenuous grip on reality, lived most of his or her life on the inside, it’s a scary thing to be put out on your own. Got no family, no friends, everybody looks at you, well, like you’re crazy. A lot of them died from loneliness. They ﬁnd you in the river, say that you drowned, but it was being alone killed you.

THE NIGHT MANAGER found Silvano’s paperwork, ﬁnally, and gave him a room on the ﬁfth ﬂoor. That meant four ﬂights of stairs up and four down every time he went out, that or wait for the elevator. Silvano did not like waiting. Even if the thing was sitting there with the door open you had to go in, push the button, and stand there while the D.C. circuitry in the elevator’s primitive brain decided to close the doors and slowly hoist you to your destination.

Silvano banged through the stairwell door on the ﬁfth ﬂoor into a long dark corridor. He could hear her before he saw her.

“Claaark,” she said, in a mournful voice, “Claark, let me in.” She was sitting on the ﬂoor in front of a door, looking like a refugee from the Haight-Ashbury of half a dozen years ago, she had long straight blond hair, a velvet choker around her neck, a big yellow Indian-print shirt, bell-bottom jeans. Take one look at her face, though, and you could see how it had all gone to hell, she wore a troubled, confused expression and her blue eyes were clouded and unfocused. She was probably under thirty, but some of those years had to have been hard ones. She had a shopping bag on the ﬂoor next to her. Silvano looked at the number on the door where she was sitting, and then the number on his key.

“Terriﬁc,” he said.

She ignored him. “Claaark,” she said again. “Please let me in, Clark.”

Some of us, Silvano thought, paid a higher price for the sixties than others. “This is my room, sweetheart.”

“No,” she said in that lost and confused voice, “this is Clark’s room. He’s inside, he’s waiting for me but sometimes he doesn’t hear.”

Silvano checked the number again, shook his head. “If Clark’s in there, he’ll be right out. C’mon, move your ass.” He pushed her bag out of the way with his foot and she pivoted with it, crablike, still sitting down. He stuck his key in the lock and opened the door.

It was a small room, twelve feet by twelve feet, walls and ceiling painted pale green. Asbestos tile ﬂoor, one double bed, one small metal desk, one metal chair, one lamp, one metal bureau, four drawers. One window, bathroom off to one side, out of sight.

“See? No Clark. He musta split.”

She peered over his shoulder into the empty room. “Clark?”

Clark, Silvano thought, you must’ve been really fucked up. “He moved out. They gave me his room. Go on downstairs, maybe they’ll tell you where he went.”

“But he was, he was . . .” She looked around uncertainly, and her voice got higher and more frantic. “But he was waiting for me!”

“Yeah, well, he ain’t here now. Go on, get lost.” She inched reluctantly down the corridor a few feet. He closed the door, but he could still hear her voice.

“Claark?”

Oh, Jesus, he thought. Wonderful.

He liked the room, liked the emptiness; he was comforted by the almost claustrophobic embrace of the place. You could see everything from anywhere in it, so there could be no surprises. Nothing hidden, no dark corners. He sat in the metal chair with his back to the wall next to the window and stared at the bathroom door. Nobody’s in there, you already checked, he told himself, but he could feel the worms chewing at his guts and he knew it would get worse and worse until he went over and looked. Was it the war, he asked himself, or are you just fucking crazy? He could feel his anxiety building. The hell with this, he thought, and he got up and went to look. No place to hide in there, either, there wasn’t even a window to climb through, nothing but the sink, the rusting metal shower stall, and the john. He turned and looked back into the room. Go on, he told himself, you’re going to give in to this shit, you might as well go all the way. He dropped to one knee and looked under the bed. Monsters in the closet, he told himself, except there’s no closet, so they hide up in your head. Jesus.

It didn’t take him long to move in. He unzipped his bag and left it open on the ﬂoor, and that was about it. Not much in it anyway, just some clothes, toothbrush, and like that. The stuff he didn’t want stolen he’d already stashed in a locker in a bathhouse over in the St. Felix.

Out of his window you could see the brick side of the next building, maybe six feet away, and a narrow slice of Montague Street, all lit up. The bed was starting to look good, but Silvano wanted to have a look around.

She was not in the corridor, but when he got down to the lobby she was on the far side of the room. She spotted him coming out of the stairwell door and made a beeline for the elevator. Silvano stopped at the front desk.

“What’s with Mrs. Clark?”

“Who?”

“Mrs. Claaark.”

“Huh? Oh, her.” He chuckled. “Don’t worry about her, she’s harmless. You just caught her on a bad day.”

Silvano stared at him.

“No, really, man, most of the time she’s almost lucid. She gets to be a pain, let me know, we’ll move you.”

“Is there a real Clark?”

“Never seen one.”

THINK OF A LONG row of bookshelves leaning drunkenly against a wall. The top shelf is the Promenade, a pedestrian walkway of octagonal paving stones, park benches, wrought-iron fences, small private gardens in the backyards of pricey brownstones. One shelf down and slightly out from the wall run the northbound lanes of the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway, another shelf down the southbound lanes of the same expressway. The bottom shelf is Furman Street, lined with trucks waiting to pick up or deliver to the freighters that were still coming to the Brooklyn waterfront, docking at the busy Port Authority piers. And the ﬂoor itself, stretching away from the wall, the ﬂoor is the East River, which is not a river at all, but which is, like the city that surrounds her, deep, fast-moving, dark, beautiful, also treacherous and unforgiving. On the far side the buildings of Lower Manhattan are stacked thick and close, so close you can see nothing of the land they stand on, nothing of the island itself, just the buildings, with another highway perched on stilts, running around the outside, just above the water. A row of piers stick their thick ﬁngers out into the river, giving shelter to some wooden sailing ships from another century, ferries running to and from Staten Island and Governors Island, tennis courts under inﬂated cocoons, and a dock for seaplanes and helicopters. Behind the piers is the narrow slice of the South Street Seaport, a working ﬁshmarket. No boats unload there anymore, the ﬁsh is all delivered in trucks, and men in dark suits set prices that hold ﬁrm as far north as New Bedford and Gloucester, as far south as Baltimore.

Silvano walked the few blocks from his hotel straight down Montague Street to the end, where he stepped onto one end of the Promenade and turned right. Streetlights from the New York City Parks Department kept the night at bay, and people walked their dogs, pushed their baby carriages, and young gay men walked slowly, eyeing one another speculatively. For the most part they ignored Silvano because he was not young or pretty, did not look prosperous. Even the guys into rough trade gave him a wide berth, knowing somehow that he wasn’t one of them, that his troubles were uncomfortably real. He was medium height and he looked lupine, underfed for those fat years. He still walked with an athletic grace but his dark hair was beginning to show streaks of gray, and he had two days’ growth of beard on a lined face that looked older than it was. He could have passed for a street cop in plain clothes, or a hockey player, or maybe an aging middleweight who had stayed in the game a little too long. He had that kind of build, he had the scars, he had hooded, hollow eyes that told you the only real sin was not to see it coming.

He leaned against the rail. The awareness of that vast open space behind him itched at him, but he ignored it and watched the crowd. There may be people behind you, he thought, but it’s not a stretch to trust that none of them are looking through a scope right now, lining you up. Didn’t make it easy, though. He stayed there with the people ﬂowing slowly past him until he felt a little better. You’re just a voyeur, he told himself, you don’t understand them, so you stand and you watch, wondering what the hell they’re doing. You think you’ve gotta see every dog in the bushes, he told himself derisively. What a fucking wreck.

He pushed himself away from the railing and walked north on the Promenade. He stopped a little farther on, where an apartment building that had no rear garden butted up against the fence. He sat on a park bench with his back to the wall of the building and he watched again. It was an idiotic habit, he knew that, it only slowed him down, there were just the normal dangers on this nighttime walkway, nothing extraordinary, there were no trip wires on the Promenade, but something deep in his subconscious would not accept that. Some days he would ﬁght against the paranoia, other days he found it easier just to go along, pick his spots to stop and scan the faces, look into the dark corners before he passed them by. A VA shrink once told him it was neurosis, but Silvano preferred to think it was just that he no longer believed in normalcy.

He became conscious of the cacophony of automobile horns, louder and angrier than seemed reasonable even for Brooklyn, so he walked to the railing and looked down. Below him the southbound lanes of the expressway were empty, and the northbound lanes were stopped dead. A few people had gotten out of their vehicles to crane their necks and peer ahead, looking for the cause of the tie-up. He continued north, and soon the massive stone towers of the Brooklyn Bridge came into view, all lit up in the darkness.

The helicopter that was hovering near the Manhattan tower was a police chopper, built by some company in France, that was why it hadn’t registered. It made a different noise than the Army choppers he was used to, whose whop whop whop sound had imbedded itself deep into the nether regions of his mind. It was shining a spotlight on the guy wires that ran from the big bridge cables down to the roadway. The roadway was ablaze with ﬂashing lights from a crowd of police vehicles and ambulances, and there was a police boat in the river, bow pointed into the current, wake streaming out behind as it remained more or less stationary beneath the bridge. Below Silvano, the car horns crescendoed and died away, only to start up again farther on.

In the space of maybe four city blocks he got to the other end of the walkway. There were about a dozen people there, leaning against the railing, watching. Silvano looked again, made out a human shape clinging to a guy wire about thirty feet above the roadway of the bridge. Ten feet below was another ﬁgure, one arm held up in supplication, had to be a cop saying, don’t do it, buddy, let us help you, come down, goddammit. Silvano stopped at the outer edge of the small group that stood watching. For one tiny fraction of a second his control slipped and he was out there on the bridge with the guy, whoever he was, holding on but leaning out, closing his eyes, and it wasn’t that you wanted to go but that you couldn’t stay because you didn’t have it anymore, couldn’t suck it up one more time, couldn’t go into battle again and couldn’t run away, just couldn’t get it up for one more fucking sunrise. The man next to him turned to make eye contact. “It’s just like the ones that jump in front of subway trains,” he hissed. “They always wait for rush hour. Gotta have an audience.” He rolled his eyes, turned away, and stalked off into the night. The next guy over, a young light-skinned black man with a cane, was laughing.

“There’s compassion for you. Reminds me of the New York version of mouth to mouth. You heard of it?”

“No.” He gritted his teeth, angry with himself, and the door that had cracked open slammed shut again. He worked hard to keep the clamps on his emotions in the hope that his demons would stay buried. It didn’t always work, but it was all that he had. The other guy, oblivious, ﬁnished his joke.

“That’s where you kick the guy in the ribs and yell, ‘Breathe, damn you!’”

“Very good.” Silvano looked at the man’s olive drab fatigue jacket, irked that the jacket could be so popular when the institution was so disliked. “You Airborne?”

The man looked down at the insignia sewn onto the jacket. “Me? Hell, no. Jacket was Airborne, I was in the brown water Navy.”

“River rat, huh?”

“Yes, suh.” He regarded Silvano with heightened interest. “Yourself?”

Silvano twisted the truth, as was his wont. “I ﬂew medevac.”

“Oh, my,” he said. “Always glad to see one of you guys, even if you do be walking.”

“You think this guy’s jumping?”

“Yeah. He’s had enough. He been out there too long. He was gonna come down, he’d a given up by now. Got trafﬁc fucked up from here to Kansas, got half the cops in New York waiting on his ass, he already got his money’s worth, he was gonna back out. No, this guy’s gonna jump.”

“They’ll have to pull him outa the river.”

“No way, baby. Too far to fall, and the current is a mother. Odds are, he’ll wash up on Staten Island in a few days, or over on the Jersey side.”

“Sounds like you seen this before.”

“Every so often. Brooklyn Bridge is a pretty popular spot for it.”

Silvano watched and he wondered if this might not have been the way his brother Nunzio had gone, into the river, never seen again. It would explain why no one had heard from him in a year. The thought made his eyes water just a bit, and some part of his mind called out unbidden, Noonie, where are you, Noonie, for the umpteenth time.

“Aw, shit, there he goes.” Silvano could hear real sorrow in the man’s voice as they both watched the ﬁgure cartwheel down through the night air into the river. Police divers went off the back of the boat as the helicopter swooped down to shine its spotlight on the surface of the water. “Son of a bitch.”

Several of the other watchers turned and departed, and over the next few minutes the rest left one by one, leaving Silvano and the young black man standing alone at the railing.

“He must have ﬁgured it was his time.”

“You can’t think that way, man.” He glanced over at Silvano. “Especially guys like us, guys from Nam. I seen too many of us go like this. Too many suicides. It ain’t right, you can’t think that way.”

“Why not?” Silvano was looking out at the black water. “You gotta go sooner or later anyhow. What the hell’s the difference.”

“Well, that might be true, but I was raised Pentecostal, so I got a few attitudes left over from that, and one of ’em is, you can’t go early. You gotta wait until the man upstairs says it’s time for you to go. Otherwise, you show up ahead of schedule, you might piss the old boy off, wind up worse than if you’d just hung in there to begin with.”

Silvano looked at him. “I guess we were better off than you guys, because we had Purgatory.”

That got a laugh, which was choked off by a deep, hacking cough. “Aaa,” he said, ﬁnally, clearing his throat. “Why would Purgatory be a good thing?”

Silvano shrugged. “I always knew I wasn’t gonna be a ﬁrst-ballot Hall of Famer, you know what I mean? But with Purgatory, at least you got a shot, you know, because there’s a back door.”

“You know, I never thought of it that way. So you ﬁgure the veteran’s committee is gonna vote you in?”

“That would be assuming a lot. You from around here?”

“Nope. Where I’m from, my old man was the ﬁrst black dentist in the State of Maine. He had gone to dental school back in the forties, on the GI Bill, and after he graduated he moved from Philadelphia to Portland, Maine, and he went to work for a French Canadian dentist up there, wound up marrying the boss’s niece, and then I came along.”

“That where you grew up? You ain’t got the accent.”

“Been gone a long time. Yeah, I grew up in South Portland, there was a few brothers there at the time, but not many. Few more now. But I’ll tell you what, I didn’t hear too much shit about black and white, I got it worse for having a French Canadian mother than I did for a black father, because sometimes French Canadians talk funny, they would say something like, ‘Hey, t’row me down the stairs my hat.’ My mom said it didn’t matter, she said up in Quebec they’d tell Newﬁe jokes, you know, ranking on people from Newfoundland because they talk funny. I don’t know what kind of jokes they tell in Newfoundland.”

“Probably tell the one about the white guy from New York City, jumped in the river.”

“Poor bastard. How you know he was white?”

Silvano looked out at the lights reﬂecting off the water. The guy’s probably sucking in a lungful of black water right now, he thought. Dying in the deep embrace of the East River while we stand watching. “In the joke, it don’t matter.”

“I suppose not.”

“Listen, you live around here? You know a good place to eat?”

“I live up to the St. Felix. Yeah, plenty of places, we got anything you want. My personal favorite, nice Greek place up on Montague, cheap, BYOB, they got sidewalk tables, you can sit and watch the world go by.”

“St. Felix, no kidding. You know a guy named Nunzio, about so high, thin, not all there? People usually called him Noonie.”

“Name don’t ring a bell. He owe you money?”

“No, he was my brother. Went missing a while back.”

“Ain’t that the way it goes? Go off for a one-year tour, when you get back, the whole world’s changed.”

It didn’t feel like a year, it felt like half a lifetime. He pushed himself away from the railing. “I’m gonna go try out your restaurant. You hungry?”

“No. I appreciate the invite, but I came down here to cop, not to watch some poor bastard take a header into the East River. I got business to transact, and the thing is, guy like you, down here at night, ain’t queer and ain’t walkin’ your dog, gotta be the po-lice. You too mean-looking to be Joe Citizen.”

“Prejudice is such a mother, see, people think they know something about you . . .”

That got another laugh. “Hey, listen, you staying here?”

“Yeah, I’m at the Montague.”

“Maybe I’ll see you around.”

SILVANO WALKED AWAY from the northern end of the Promenade, out onto the local streets. The ﬁrst building he passed was the Lady Margaret, a tall, narrow wood-frame hotel with a dirty white exterior and a smell to match. A stocky woman with white hair and a face like Tip O’Neill stood in front of the steps to the hotel and eyed him belligerently.

“Thirty years of niggerism!” she bellowed at him hoarsely. “Thirty years of niggerism and a cellar full of garbage!”

“Oh, nice,” Silvano told her. “And how are you tonight?”

“Fine,” she said mildly.

He passed the Castle Arms a block later and then he stopped at the liquor store in the St. Felix and bought a bottle of Chianti. The clerk slid the bottle into a paper bag and handed it smoothly to Silvano along with his change without ever once looking at him. Back out on the street, Silvano continued on with the bottle tucked under his arm. He paused on the sidewalk outside the arcade, the big opening in the hotel that gave pedestrians access to the elevator to the subway. To get into the arcade you had to go through two sets of swinging doors, an inner and an outer set, three pairs of them were set side by side in the grayish brick facade. As Silvano watched, an old woman with a cane came through the center set of doors, and in the vestibule space between the inner and outer doors she suddenly began swinging her cane wildly, wielding it like Errol Flynn in some old movie, and then exiting the outer set of doors she stopped to recover her breath and her composure. Then she set off down the sidewalk as if nothing in the world were more normal. Fear, Silvano thought, maybe she got mugged there once, and her fear makes her irrational and antisocial. Just like the rest of us.

It was a ten-minute walk from the St. Felix to the Greek restaurant on Montague. The neighborhood was called Brooklyn Heights, and she was still undiscovered, a little nicked up and past her prime, but beautiful, with a sort of silver-haired grace. The brownstones and brick buildings spoke of time and endurance, the old slate sidewalks and the trees arching over the streets gave the place an air of solidity and permanence that Manhattan’s steel and glass towers could never duplicate. Silvano took his time, stopping here and there to look around.

Finally he found the restaurant, sat down at a tiny table under an awning out on the sidewalk. A waiter came, pulled the cork from his bottle, took his order. He sat there alone, watching the people go streaming past, people on their way home, couples out for a stroll, a crowd of young men with unfashionably short hair, all of them seeming to shout at the others, trying to be heard, laughing uproariously. Silvano sat by himself, off to one side, like always. No crime in being alone, he told himself, but he’d had the inner debate about his solitary existence so often he was tired of it and he choked it off.

When he was done eating he left money on the table, and catching the waiter’s eye, he jiggled the Chianti bottle to let him know there was still something in it. The waiter pinched the inside of his pantleg between a thumb and foreﬁnger and shook it, giving Silvano his opinion of the wine. Silvano shrugged, left it there anyway. Communication without speech, he thought. That’s where I’m headed. He walked off down the sidewalk, but when he looked back, the waiter was pouring the rest of the Chianti into a water glass.

Couldn’t have been that bad, Silvano thought. Bet he’s had worse.

THERE WAS A BANK of pay phones on the sidewalk in front of the hotel, next to a large green box that opened out into a newspaper kiosk. Silvano had noticed the phones there before, on his way out. He’d expected the kiosk to be closed this late at night, but it was not. The dark-skinned man sitting inside on a stool was passed out, breathing noisily, cheek pressed against worn plywood. A row of skin magazines with unfamiliar names pinned to the top of the kiosk over his head ﬂuttered in the breeze. As Silvano walked past, two neighborhood kids raced by him, grabbed handfuls of change from the counter of the kiosk, and took off again. The dark-skinned man woke with a start and looked around wildly. Indian, Silvano thought, or Pakistani. He could see the imprint of the wood grain in the side of the man’s face as he began to close up hastily. Silvano paused in front of the payphones, considering. Been six months, he thought. You really should call her.

He walked over and stood in front of a phone, steeling himself. Why is this so difﬁcult, he wondered, why is this so hard to do? He felt butterﬂies in his stomach as he reached for the phone, but it had no dial tone. Neither did the next one, but the phone on the end of the row worked. He dialed zero and the number. “Collect call,” he told the operator when she came on the line, “from Silvano.” She placed the call. He heard the phone ring twice, heard his brother-in-law Vinnie pick up the phone, heard the operator ask her question.

“Yeah,” Vinnie said. “Yeah, I’ll pay for the call.”

“Hey, Vinnie. What’s happening?”

“Hey, Sil, how are ya? Got a good connection this time. Where you hidden away these days?”

“Brooklyn.”

Stunned silence, then: “No shit!” Silvano could hear him breathing into the phone. “Jesus,” he ﬁnally said. “Silvano, are you nuts? Are you out of your fucking mind?”

Silvano was mildly amused. “What would make you say that, Vinnie?”

“Don’t jerk me off, Silvano. One place in the world the man wants you dead, and you gotta go visit. Little Dom ﬁnds out you’re in town, he’ll turn New York City upside down to get you. You know how bad he hates you, for chrissake.”

“I don’t care whether he hates me or not.”

“You don’t care about Little Dom?” Vinnie was incredulous. “You care about breathing? You care about being alive? The only reason he hasn’t put out a contract on you is because he wants to do you himself. If he catches you, he’ll cut your ﬁngers off one at a time just to watch you scream, he’ll cut your liver out and make you watch him do it, he’ll . . .”

“Vinnie.” Silvano cut him off. “Calm down.”

“Calm down? Silvano, I been to enough funerals this year, I don’t wanna go to another one. Assuming Dom leaves enough of you to bury. You need money, just let me know, I’ll send it to you anyplace in the world but here, just go get on a plane and go somewhere else. If you’re willing to forget that carpenter bullshit, go back to doing what you’re good at, heh, I know a few people could really use you. I could make some calls, you could be working by the weekend, nice and safe out West, somewhere like L.A. or Vegas.”

“Vinnie, be quiet and listen to me. I’m staying in an old ﬂophouse in Brooklyn Heights, and I’m gonna be retired for a while. I’m gonna see if I run into anyone used to know Noonie. You can call Scalia yourself for all I care, tell him I’m here, I’ll give you his balls for cocktail onions.”

That hung there in silence between them.

“Vinnie?”

“Yeah. Jesus, Sil, listen, why you gotta do this? Why you wanna get into all that? Noonie’s gone, Sil, you can’t bring him back. Whyncha just let him go? Let him rest. Go ﬁnd a nice Catholic church, go on in, it won’t hurt ya, light a candle. Say a prayer. Your brother’s with God now.”

“Yeah, you think so?”

“Come on, Sil, don’t start with me. I don’t wanna hear any of that gook bullshit you’re into. Have some respect for the dead, for chrissake, go light a candle for your brother, and then just get the hell out of town.”

Why do I talk to this guy, Silvano wondered. “You know, Vinnie, you may be right. Maybe I’ll do that. Ann around?”

“Yeah, course. Look, Sil, why . . . I don’t understand you, you know that?”

“I don’t either. Lemme talk to Ann.”

“All right.” Silvano could almost see him shrugging his shoulders, throwing up his hands. “Just lemme say this one thing, okay? I know Domenic, okay, and he’s smarter and meaner than the old man ever thought of being. Even if you keep your head down, word’s gonna get out, it has to, and he has a long memory.”

“So do I.”

“All right, I just want to make sure you understand I did right by you, Sil, you can’t say I didn’t give you fair warning. I’ll go get your sister. Just watch your back, okay, Sil?”

“Don’t worry about it.”

A moment later she came on.

“I gotta hand it to you, Silvie, nobody can make Vin talk about going to church except you. Are you still a Buddhist?”

“Only part time. Every other Saturday.” He listened to her laughing at him. She was used to it, she knew he’d spent years looking for that one real thing he could pour over his life like milk on the cereal, something that would get everything to make sense, make it all work. Once it had been the Army, but that hadn’t worked in a long time. Another time it had been the Oregon woods and the marijuana maintenance program. Zen had been the last in the series, but it had come up suddenly short.

“Vin says you’re back in Brooklyn, Silvie, is that right? You know you’re gonna open up some old wounds. You really wanna get everything all stirred up again?”

He thought of the years that had passed since he left, the places he had lived as a stranger, always a gypsy passing through, another guy who didn’t belong. “I don’t care about the Scalias anymore, Ann. I’m not interested in ancient history. I’m gonna put my feet up here for a while, and while I’m here I’m gonna see if I can ﬁnd out what happened to Noonie. I can’t just let it go and pretend he died in his sleep. I owe it to him to at least ask a few questions.”

Her voice got quiet. “You really think he’s dead, then.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it to come out like that, but I guess I do.”

She sighed. “I guess I’ve accepted it. It was so hard, waiting for him to call, the way he always did. For the longest time, whenever the phone would ring, I would think it was going to be him. But it’s like when someone pokes you in the same spot, over and over again, it hurts so bad, but then after a while you just don’t feel anything anymore. I guess I would really like to know what happened to him, you know, but I don’t know if I could deal with losing you, too, Silvie. Domenic’s not just a kid anymore, he’s for real now. This is not like he’s waiting for you at recess. I can let go of it, Silvie, I can handle not knowing about Noonie, if you would just go somewhere safe.”

“Annette, I been through shit would make Domenic Scalia run screaming for his mommy. He may be a big man on Cross Bay Boulevard, to me he’s just another asshole in a shiny suit. Don’t worry, nothing will happen.”

“You are the most stubborn person I know. I suppose I should quit wasting my breath.”

“You seen the old man lately?”

“I went in to Bensonhurst last week to visit. The house is the same, I don’t think they changed a thing. New TV in the living room, that was it.”

“He ask about me?” It just came out.

“He don’t ask about nobody, Silvie, he’s like seventy something years old. Only thing he talks about, what he had for breakfast, what he’s gonna eat for dinner, ooh, we got some nice Jersey tomatoes. Couple years ago me and Vin sent the two of them on a cruise, only thing he remembered was the restaurant, Monday we ate this, Tuesday we ate that, Wednesday we ate something else.”

“Terriﬁc.”

“Hey, could be worse. You remember Aunt Mary?” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Remember her stomach was all fucked up?” Silvano suppressed a laugh. More than once he’d seen his petite little sister screaming invective at someone several times her size, but in normal conversation she would lower her voice to swear. “You remember her? Last few years she was alive, all she could talk about was her bowel movements, right up until the day she died.”

“Jesus, what a family. I had a nice bowl of pasta, and then I took a nice big dump. Life is good.”

“Oh, come on, Silvie,” she said, laughing. “It ain’t just us, they’re old now, that’s the way old people are. Are you going to go out to see him, while you’re in town?”

“Am I gonna what? Are you out of your mind?”

“Oh, come on, Sil. How can you be afraid of him if you’re not scared of Domenic? It’s been so many years, he’s not gonna live forever. If you don’t face up you’re gonna feel rotten about it for as long as you live. He’s not that bad.”

Easy for you to say, he thought. You were always Daddy’s Little Angel. Jesus Christ. And it wasn’t that he was afraid of the guy, really, it was more that he didn’t like how it felt to be the object of all that disappointment.

“Silvie, you still there?”

“Yeah, sorry. Some cops were going by.”

“Why would you care? You carrying, you done something bad?”

“No, not yet. You remember what Noonie used to say?”

“Yeah, ‘I already got all the trouble I need.’ Poor guy. I’m really sorry you didn’t get to see him.”

“So’m I. Listen, I don’t wanna run up your phone bill.”

“Pfffft. Gimme a break. All right, Silvie, I’ll let you go. Can I just ask you one thing?”

“What’s that?”

“At least think about it, all right? Think about going down to see him. If Noonie’s really gone, you’re the only son he’s got left now. I know he feels bad about the way things turned out.”

How can you tell, he wanted to ask her, how can you tell he feels anything at all? He had never given any sign of it . . . “All right.” Silvano listened to himself in disbelief. Did I actually agree to this shit? “I’ll go see the old bastard before I leave.”

“Oh, good.” He could hear the relief in her voice. “You’ll feel better when it’s all over, you’ll see. I’d really love to see you too, you know.”

“Yeah, I know. I don’t wanna put Vinnie in a bad spot, though.”

“Vinnie don’t owe them Brooklyn assholes nothing, there’s no way they could think he’s gonna give you up.” The mob was a feudal arrangement, and Vinnie and Domenic were knights who owed their allegiances to different barons. The barons were called capos, and each capo would have somewhere between ﬁve and a dozen men like Silvano’s cousin Domenic who answered to him, and he, in turn, would answer to one of the heads of the ﬁve families, the godfathers who ruled like kings, high above it all. They would not even know, or care, about the old hatred between Domenic Scalia and Silvano Iurata. The cement that held the arrangement together was money. As long as the money kept ﬂowing upward, from the street level operators all the way up to the godfathers, everyone was happy. If a kink developed in that chain, though, let someone get too greedy and try to keep too much for himself, then the men at the top would begin to bury their problems in shallow graves. The money was all that mattered.

“Well,” he said, “you’re right about that. I tell you what, give me a few days to see what I can ﬁnd out, and then I’ll call you. Okay?”

“Promise me you won’t go off someplace before you come out to visit. And promise me you’ll be careful.”

“All right,” he said. He said good-bye and hung up the phone, still not quite believing he had promised her he’d go visit his father. He shook his head. Ever since enlisting, he had pretended to himself that he was alone, that there was no one who cared about him or even knew his name. Life seemed so much easier that way. They’re supposed to be on your side, he thought. How is it that they can make you feel so lousy?

He looked down Montague Street. It was only a couple of blocks to the end, where the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway ran underneath the Promenade. It was just a short ride, he knew, jump on and head south, bear left at the split for the Verrazano and you’re on the Belt Parkway swinging down along the southern shore of Brooklyn, where he’d grown up. It isn’t home anymore, he thought, you don’t belong down there. Still, he could feel it pulling at him.


“I want you to do me a favor.”

It was Angelo, his uncle, and you couldn’t say no to Angelo even if you wanted to. Not that Silvano wanted to say no; at seventeen, he looked up to his uncle. Angelo walked through the neighborhood like he owned it, and if you thought about things in a certain way, he did. Everyone knew who he was, they all said hello, politely. There was always a certain kind of deference in the way people looked at him. If you had a problem, say you hit the number and the guy wouldn’t pay off, Angelo was the guy you wanted to talk to, because he would take care of you. The only other alternative was Angelo’s father, Domenic, and the old man was so savage and unpredictable you never knew what kind of treatment you were going to get. Better you should talk to Angelo.

“Anything,” Sylvano told him. “You name it.”

“Come with me,” Angelo told him. “We’ll talk in the car.”

Angelo drove an enormous Chrysler St. Regis, Silvano loved the big chrome beast. He watched Angelo drive, muscling the big steering wheel with one hand, even when the car was sitting still, when most people would have to wrestle the wheel with both hands. Angelo looked over at him. “Your aunt can never know about this. You understand me?”

“She’ll never hear anything from me.” It was old news, though, everybody in the neighborhood had heard the story. Angelo had a mistress, not that it was a big deal, not for a man of his stature. What had gotten everyone talking was the fact that the mistress wanted Angelo to divorce his wife and marry her, and he was actually considering it.

Things had gotten worse when Angelo’s wife ﬁnally caught on. Silvano had been visiting his cousin Little Dom when Angelo came walking into the house. The next thing he knew, Angelo and his wife were having a screaming match in the kitchen. This, too, was not all that unusual, but this argument continued with an intensity and a duration that told Silvano that this time it was different. He and Dom both left the house then. “Don’t say anything to anybody,” Dom said to him. “Promise me.”

Silvano had promised, and he had kept his mouth shut, but Angelo’s wife was under no such compunction, because soon afterward, the entire neighborhood knew that Angelo was sleeping on his own couch.

Angelo looked over at Silvano. “You heard the stories?”

“I ain’t said nothing to nobody.”

“That’s not what I asked you.”

Silvano could feel his heart beating wildly in his chest. No easy way around this, he thought. You gotta tell the truth. “This has been going on for a year, Uncle Angelo. Everybody’s heard the stories.”

Angelo drove in silence for a few blocks. “All right,” he ﬁnally said. “Fine. But now I’m gonna tell you something nobody knows, and if it gets out, I’ll know it was you. You understand me?”

Silvano could feel the anxiety eating at the pit of his stomach. “Yes, Uncle Angelo.”

He didn’t look at Silvano when he said it. “She’s been shooting dope.”

“Who?”

“Who the fuck we been talking about?”

“I’m sorry—”

“Shut up and listen.” But then he didn’t say anything. Silvano sat in fearful silence. “I found out about this about six months ago,” Angelo ﬁnally said. “I told her I was going to kill her, told her I’d throw her right out the fucking window . . . She cries, she begs, she promises me she’ll never touch it again. I put her in a place where they clean you up. She gets out, I take her home, everybody’s happy. Couple weeks later she’s shooting up again.” Silvano could feel Angelo getting angrier and angrier. “Finally I said, fuck it, she loves the spike more than she loves me, let her kill herself, I’m done with her.” He stopped at a red light, watched the cars go by. “How old are you?”

“Seventeen.”

Angelo shook his head. “Shit. Seventeen. I’m sorry I gotta come to you with this, but I know you’re tough enough to handle it. Your cousin Domenic, I ain’t saying he’s soft, but he’s a scholar. He’s gonna go to college to be something. There’s too many things about the street he don’t know. And I can’t go to my regular people, they all owe too much loyalty to my father, and I’ve already taken too much shit from him over this. That leaves you.”

“It’s all right,” Silvano said. “Tell me what to do.”

The light turned green and Angelo drove off. “I quit giving her money the ﬁrst time I found out. I thought, she can’t pay for it, she can’t get it. But I think she’s whoring for it. I think whoever sells her this shit, she’s fucking him.” He was fuming. “Whoever this guy is, he caused me a lot of fucking trouble. Don’t get me wrong, I’m walking away from her, but I want to whack the guy ﬁrst. First, though, I gotta ﬁnd out who he is. I rented the apartment across the hall from hers, okay, I want you inside, watching who comes and goes. You understand me?”

“Yes, Uncle Angelo.”

Angelo looked over at him. “You’re a smart kid. Too smart for this shit. You should go to fucking school. I was your father, I would have kicked your ass every time you brought home a lousy report card.”

Silvano didn’t know what to say to that.

Angelo ﬁshed a business card out of his pocket. “You call this number once a day,” he said. “There’s always someone there. The guy we’re looking for is gonna be a guy who shows up regular, you understand? You see a guy once and he don’t come back, that ain’t him. You know who our guy is, you call that number, you say, ‘I gotta see Angelo right away.’ You understand me?”

“Yeah.”

“Good boy. You do this for me, I’ll take care of you. We gotta get you out of this life, it’s no good for you. You should be in school, you should be learning to be something.” He hesitated. “I know he’s got problems, but your father shoulda seen to that. We’re gonna go by your house, I want you to grab whatever you need for like three days. Three days, and this will all be over.”

It hadn’t worked out that way.

SHE WAS BACK in front of his door again, and she began to panic when she saw him coming.

“Claaark, Claaark . . .”

He stood there behind her, counting his inhalations, one to ten, but she didn’t move. He jerked his thumb in the direction of the elevators. “He ain’t here. He ain’t coming back. Why don’t you go downstairs and see if he’s in the Dumpster.” He kicked her shopping bag away from the door. “Go on, get outta here.”

She scuttled hastily down the corridor to retrieve her bag, whimpering to herself as she went. He shook his head, sorry already. Proud of yourself, he asked silently.

Inside, he lay down in his bed, with an old bed you don’t lay on it, you lay in it, and he stared at the green ceiling, feeling himself breathe. In the next room, some old fart was listening to a baseball game on the radio. Silvano’s sense of hearing was unusually acute, but at times like this he didn’t know if it was a blessing or a curse. Mets were playing Cincinnati, Mets were good that year and they were playing Cinci tough, and even though he didn’t recognize the names, everything else was the same, the sound of the ball hitting the catcher’s mitt, the pitcher toying with the batter, the batter working the pitcher, walk to ﬁrst, get bunted over, steal third, pray for a hit, in fact it was the one thing that seemed to be exactly what he remembered it to be, and not fundamentally different in some way, challenging him to learn it all over again. Still, he told
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