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Dedication

In memory of

Brian “the Cat” Ward

Boston through and through





Epigraph

How often have I lain beneath rain on a strange roof, thinking of home.

—William Faulkner, As I Lay Dying
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PROLOGUE 

1971

HE FIRST met Bobby Scales along the banks of the Charles River. Kevin wasn’t doing much, skipping rocks across the gray-green water and watching light dance along the skin of oil that floated on top. He turned just in time to see Bobby clear a crook in the path. He was older, maybe twelve or thirteen, with coal black hair and features bleached white against the sun. He walked with his head down, kicking at the ground as he went, and carried a burlap bag over his shoulder. The bag was moving.

“Hey,” Kevin said. He’d seen Bobby around and knew enough to know no one fucked with him. It wasn’t that Bobby was big. He wasn’t. Or that he carried a gun or a knife. He might, but Kevin had never heard of it. Bobby didn’t have any parents. That might make a kid seem tougher, but it was mostly the way he locked on to you with that quiet, pitiless gaze. Everyone in Brighton knew Bobby Scales wasn’t messing. And he wasn’t anyone to fuck with.

“What are you doing down here?” Bobby said.

Kevin tried hard not to look at the bag, still twitching at the older boy’s feet. “Just throwing rocks. What’s in the bag?”

Bobby squatted on his heels and opened it. A dog’s head popped out, yellow teeth flashing. Bobby put a hand on the dog’s muzzle and calmed it. “I got his legs tied up so he can’t stand. He isn’t very strong anyway.”

“What happened to him?”

“You know Fat Frank?”

Everyone knew Fat Frank Tessio. He drove a green Barracuda and liked to sit by himself on a bench in the park, watching the ball games and smoking cigars in the cool, blue moonlight. One afternoon he pulled up to a curb Kevin was sitting on, short eyes buzzing and thick lips spread in a smile. Kevin was gone before Fat Frank could lean across the seat and pop the door open.

“Fucker keeps the dog tied up in his cellar,” Bobby said. “Beats hell out of him with a cut-down piece of pipe. So I took him.”

Kevin counted the ribs down one side of the dog’s flank and stopped at a half dozen. He had the lean face of a mutt, with white flecking across the neck and shoulders. His eyes were clouded and rimmed in red. When Kevin came close, the dog snapped his jaws and tried to get up.

“Better stay back.”

Kevin sat against a tree and didn’t move. “What are you gonna do?”

Bobby scratched the dog behind his ears, stubby and curled like a couple pieces of dried leather. Kevin listened to the labored breathing and watched the dog’s tongue pulse in and out.

“Going down to the riv.” Bobby pointed to a screen of trees. “You hear someone coming, you give a yell. Okay?”

Kevin nodded. He didn’t know why he nodded. Didn’t know why he didn’t run like hell. But he didn’t. Bobby carried the dog, bag and all, down the slope. Kevin shifted so he could see the silhouettes of boy and dog against the sun rubbing off the river. Bobby leaned low and pressed his head against the mutt’s for what seemed like three or four lifetimes. Then he sat back, stroking the dog’s muzzle and staring out over the water. After a bit, he started to pull rocks out of the bag, flat and heavy. He pushed the dog’s head down, closed up the bag, and tied it tight with a length of rope. Then he leaned close again and began to whisper. Kevin thought of his stint as an altar boy and the prayers the priests kept to themselves as they stood behind the altar and laid their hands over the chalice. Bobby picked up the biggest rock in his fist, raised it high, and brought it down hard. Once, twice, three times. The bag never moved. The dog never made a sound. Bobby put the rock and three others like it into a smaller satchel and tied it to the other end of the rope. He waded into the Charles until the water covered his thighs. Then he pushed the bag down and made the sign of the cross as it sank. When he came back, Kevin was still there, arms around his ribs, crying like a baby and not caring a damn bit either. Bobby sat beside him and picked up a stone, black on one side and white on the other, smooth as glass.

“I pulled him out of Fat Frank’s cellar three different times, but he just kept going back.” Bobby skimmed the stone, four skips before it caught an edge and sank. “Then I figured it out. Some things are just better off dead. And there ain’t no use fighting it.”

Kevin stared across the infinite void of space and watched the world spin and tumble in the pale orbits of Bobby Scales’s eyes. Life, death, and everything in between. After ten minutes, the bag hadn’t surfaced. Bobby stood, Kevin in his shadow, and the two of them left.





PART ONE

1975
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HITTING’S ALL about hips and hands. Unless you thought about it too much. Then it was impossible. But Kevin was fifteen and the world was still pretty simple. See the ball. Hit the ball. Hips and hands.

The kid from Charlestown stood behind the mound and rubbed up a new baseball. Just like Catfish. Kevin stepped out and picked up a handful of dirt. Just like Pudge. The pitcher climbed back up on the mound. Kevin let him wait. The backstop behind him was packed with hard, white faces. Someone told him to get the fuck back in the box. Kevin told him to piss off without looking back. Then the catcher mumbled something and the umpire took off his mask and yelled at everyone to shut the fuck up. Kevin leveled the bat back and forth, testing its weight and feel. His eyes were on the pitcher now. Watching him watch. Kevin stepped back in the box, dragging his spikes through the loose gravel. He was in an 0-2 hole and shortened up an inch or so on the bat. Tommy Doucette danced off second. Someone yelled from down the third base line. Kevin pointed his bat once, twice, at the mound. The pitcher wound up and threw. An inside fastball, but not inside enough. Kevin opened up his hips and let his hands fly. The moment he hit it, he knew the third baseman had no chance. The only question was whether it would stay fair. Kevin snuck a look as he ran. The ball caught a lick of chalk and skittered into a pack of locals who scattered in a flurry of Styrofoam and beer bottles. The umpire screamed fair as Kevin hit first and dug for second. He slid out of habit, but the shortstop already had his glove on his head. Tommy Doucette was on the bottom of a half-dozen teammates at the plate. Brighton was in the other guy’s park but had been designated home team for the city semifinal. And now they’d won, 3–2.

Kevin stood on second and felt his heart thump in his chest. His teammates turned and began to run toward him—a series of grass-stained images framed forever in his mind. He pulled off his helmet, never knowing where it landed as they fell upon him, crumpling under their weight on the hard infield while a couple hundred Townies watched and cursed. At fifteen, the game was easy, a world unto itself. That time, however, was drawing to a close. And somewhere inside Kevin knew it would never be like this again.
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They drove out of Charlestown in a daze. Kevin sat in the backseat of Teddy Boyle’s rusted-out convertible. Teddy was an assistant coach for the team. His claim to fame was that he’d been arrested after his wife was found dead in her bed by a neighbor. Teddy swore up and down he’d slept in the same bed with the corpse for two nights and never noticed a thing. Teddy told the police his wife had always been a sound sleeper and the couple never talked much anyway. When the coroner’s report came back as a massive cerebral hemorrhage, the cops let Teddy go. And he had a great story for his buddies at the Grill.

Teddy had given each of the kids a bat before they left the parking lot, just in case they had trouble getting out of Charlestown. Teddy wore a porkpie Budweiser hat sideways and had a cold bottle of the stuff tucked in his crotch as he tooled through Thompson Square, laying on the horn and flipping off the locals. Once they hit Storrow Drive, he told the kids to put away the bats and gave them each a beer, sharp and wonderful at the back of their throats. Teddy did seventy-five on Storrow, leading the car in chants of Brighton and city champs as they cruised past Harvard and its clock tower, gleaming crimson and white on the far side of the river. By the time they rolled through Oak Square, streams of people were bubbling out of various bars and into the street. Charlestown had been city champs three years running and a heavy favorite to make it four. No one gave Brighton a chance. They circled Tar Park, Teddy laying on the horn, then pulled into the Grill’s parking lot as Kevin’s coach, Jimmy Fitz, blessed the car in beer. Kids piled out. Fitz grabbed Kevin by the back of the neck and raked his face with a bristle of beard.

“What did I tell you? What did I tell you?”

Fitz let Kevin go and began to dance a jig in the gutter. Kevin tried to explain they still had one more game to play, but his coach wasn’t having it. Someone yelled Fitz’s name and he wandered off, stopping once to tip his head back, spread his arms wide, and howl a toothless howl at a starless sky. Then Kevin was alone again. He picked his way through the crowd clogging the street, taking all the hugs and pats on the back in stride until he’d broken free. In the middle of Oak Square was a traffic rotary with a spit of grass surrounded by park benches. Everyone in Brighton called it the Circle. Bobby Scales sat on one of the benches, watching the festivities and drinking a Brigham’s frappe.

“You won?”

“Yeah.” Kevin sat down beside him.

“How did you do?”

“Two for three. Single and a double.”

“Who do you play next?”

“City championship against Dorchester. I think it’s downtown. At the Boston Common or something.”

Bobby finished his frappe and threw the cup in a barrel. “I played there. Nice field. No rocks, real grass. They got a P.A. system.”

“No kidding.”

“Sure. They announce the name of every hitter.” Bobby was the best baseball player Brighton had ever seen. Kevin remembered standing behind the backstop one night as he hit three over the right-field fence and into Friendly’s parking lot. Brighton lost to Medford 6–5, but all anyone talked about afterward was Bobby and the sweet, left-handed stroke.

“Dot’s always tough,” Bobby said. “Lot of hockey players.”

Kevin shrugged like he didn’t give a fuck, which was a lie. Bobby studied him.

“You wanna grab a slice?” Kevin said.

They walked across Washington Street to Imperial Pizza. The owner, a small, neat Italian everyone called Joe, sat at a table, folding delivery boxes and reading a soccer magazine.

“You win?” Joe said.

Kevin nodded.

“Good boy. Slice?”

Bobby held up two fingers. They ate sitting on the curb. Hot tomato and cheese, crisped slices of pepperoni sitting in puddles of grease, pillow soft crust. Kevin noticed for the first time that his pants were ripped and stained with blood. He peeled back his uniform at the knee and cleaned out the rocks and dirt as best he could.

“You working tomorrow?” Bobby said.

Kevin worked weekends at his grandmother’s cab office. Bobby lived in a spare room above the office. He’d gone through a string of foster homes growing up, finally landing in a house run by some priests in Cambridge when he was thirteen. Then Kevin’s grandmother took him in. Kevin remembered the day she came home with Bobby. She swore up and down she’d never go to mass again, then stayed up all night with Kevin’s mom, whispering over cigarettes and tea and saying decades of the rosary. When he was sixteen, Bobby quit high school. He wasn’t dumb, far from it, but he’d decided that was how it was gonna be and started driving cabs the next day.

“I was gonna go in about nine,” Kevin said.

“Come in at seven. We’ll go behind the Jeff. Get you a little time behind the wheel.”

“I don’t even have my permit.”

“Fuck it. We ain’t going nowhere except around an empty lot. Besides, your grandmother won’t mind.” Bobby slapped Kevin on the brim of his hat. “Congrats on the game. Now go kick the shit out of Dot.”

Kevin watched Bobby walk back to the Circle and take the same seat on the same bench. He stretched his legs out in front of him and draped his arms along the back, content to survey the world as it spun past. Kevin mimicked the pose, leaning back on the pavement with his elbows and letting his sneakers trail into the gutter. A car hit the Circle and slowed. A kid stuck his head out the rear window, but Bobby waved them on. Across the Square, Teddy Boyle was standing on the hood of his car, singing a song Kevin couldn’t hear while someone pounded the horn. Tomorrow they’d climb out of their three-deckers and head to the job. Punching tickets on the T. Banging nails into drywall for some rich lady’s house in Newton. Fixing carburetors and flat tires in Allston. Drinking a ball and a beer for lunch. Boiling in their own rage and drowning in a puddle of sorrows. But that was tomorrow. Tonight they’d celebrate.
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He walked up Champney Street alone, the crooked line of two-families and three-deckers lit up for the evening, a dull yellow smear running uphill and into the night. A shade jerked to Kevin’s right, and Mrs. Chin’s face gleamed from a second-floor window. She and her husband ran a Laundromat, living above it with their girls in a three-room apartment. Kevin had been scared of Mrs. Chin when he was a kid and wouldn’t look at her face cuz it was covered in peeling patches of white. His grandmother explained that she’d lived in Hiroshima when “they’d dropped the bomb” and had her skin cooked by the blast. Kevin asked his grandmother why she’d said “they” dropped the bomb when it was really “us.” She’d told him that was a good point and when did he get so goddamn smart. Kevin hesitated, then raised his hand to wave at Mrs. Chin, who tracked him with her eyes, looking like an animal who’d been tied to a tree and would never trust another human being again. He continued up the hill to number eight. A single light burned in a bay window that sagged out over the street. That would be the old man, sitting in his chair, drinking whiskey by the glassful, smoking cigars and humming tunelessly to himself. Somehow he’d already know about the game. And Kevin’s winning hit. And that would kill him.

Kevin cut down a hidden path that burrowed along the far side of the three-decker. Light from the porch cast wispy shadows over the weeded lot that served as his backyard. A scrub of trees ran a dark curtain down one side of the property. The other side was bordered by Indian Rock, two acres of woods, granite, and grass growing wild. Indian Rock was owned by the church and favored by every kid within five miles who was looking to get drunk, laid, or, in that best of all possible worlds, both. At the very back of the lot was a chain-link fence and two-story building with a peaked roof and five or six dark shapes surrounding it. His grandmother’s cab company. Kevin thought about going over and crashing on a couch in the office. There was a blanket and some pillows there and a TV he could wheel out and watch in the dark. In the end, Kevin scooted up the back steps of the three-decker and slipped into the first-floor apartment.

He slept on a mattress laid out on the floor of a converted pantry. Down the hall, his sisters slept in one of the two real bedrooms. Kevin eased their door open, an ear tuned to the Sox game blaring on the TV in the living room. A pair of single beds filled the narrow room from wall to wall. Plastered above one bed were posters from movies. Bambi, Dumbo, The Wizard of Oz, anything with Julie Andrews in it. Kevin’s baby sister, Colleen, was nine and already hooked on make-believe. All things considered, he couldn’t blame her. On a shelf above the other bed was a thick medical dictionary and a lumpy copy of Gray’s Anatomy. Those belonged to Bridget. She was three years younger than Kevin and liked to take things apart to see what made them tick. Except instead of a toaster, Bridget picked the legs off spiders she caught in the yard. More than anything, however, she liked to dissect her little sister. And then watch her squirm. Kevin was about to back out of the room when Colleen lifted her head, shook out her long, rumpled locks, and yawned.

“What time is it?”

“Almost ten. Go back to sleep.”

She yawned again and stretched her legs under the covers. Colleen still slept the sleep of a child and Kevin envied her without really understanding why.

“Did you win?” she said.

“Sure.”

She held out her hand. He deposited a baseball in it. It was a ritual they’d started at the beginning of the summer. She dated each ball and kept them in a cardboard box under the bed. Kevin played it off like he was doing a favor for his kid sister but was secretly thrilled, feeling a little bit like a big-leaguer signing autographs every time he handed over a ball. Colleen was studying the latest addition to her collection when a hand snaked out from under a lump of blankets and ripped it from her fingers. Colleen looked up at Kevin, enormous eyes already beginning to fill.

“Cut it out,” he whispered.

Bridget peeked out from beneath the bedding, a lurid smile slumming on the twelve-year-old’s lips. “Let her cry.”

Colleen was about to burst and Kevin could hear movement in the living room. “Here.” He had another ball in his glove and gave it to Colleen. “This is the one that won the game anyway.”

She immediately brightened. “Really?”

“He’s lying,” Bridget said. “This is the real one. That’s why he gave it to you.”

An image shot through Kevin’s head. His mom, fingers greased with Dippity-Do, fashioning thick rings of curls in Colleen’s hair, then oohing and aahing as they cascaded down her back. Bridget, sitting in the corner and watching in the mirror, hating everything and everyone she saw reflected there. Nothing and no one more than herself. Kevin felt a pinch of sorrow and plucked the ball from Bridget’s hand in the smooth, easy motion of an older brother. “Both of you go to bed. Colleen, keep that one for now and we’ll figure it out later.”

There was another creak in the hallway—someone walking to the front door and back into the living room.

“Better get out of here before he comes down.” Bridget’s tone screamed coward, and Kevin felt her eyes drilling into his spine as he walked back down the hall toward the pantry. He lay in the bed he’d made under a high window, watching the world turn in long beams of moonlight, listening for footsteps until he fell asleep.
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KATIE PEARCE drew hard on her cigarette, letting the smoke soak into her lungs before exhaling into the sharp morning air. HE would be up soon. She needed to get Kevin out of the house, get going on breakfast. Her eyes traveled across the brooding presence of Indian Rock. Her mind climbed the hill that lived behind it. At the top of that hill was Saint Andrew’s Academy, an all-girls high school. Twenty years ago, her high school. Class of 1955. Katie took another suck on her cigarette and poured out the memories in twisted ribbons of smoke. Old men, long-nosed and rawboned, yellow teeth and whiskers, perched on thin wooden chairs, cheeks coarse and ruddy under cold, black eyes. Boston. Brahmin. Blue bloods. She conjured up her opponents as well. Four other students, all boys, sizing up one another as they waited. Two whispered in a corner. One looked like he wanted to talk, but she froze him out. Fear curdled her stomach. They were from Latin School, BC High, Exeter, Groton. Crème de la crème. Goliath to her David. Finalists for the state oratory medal. St. A’s had never hosted the event, never won it either. Katie would be the first. The nuns were certain of it, and so they’d heaped everything on her seventeen-year-old shoulders. The Smart One. And she’d loved them fiercely for it. Until now. Now that the moment was here. It wasn’t like practice, standing at one end of the gleaming third-floor hallway while Sister Ellen stood at the other, snapping a wooden clicker and telling her to enunciate. Not like the prelims where they’d arrived as a team, the Academy girls, smart as whips, quiet, modest, confident. Feared. That was then. This was different. They trotted out the finalists one at a time. The first speaker was a senior from Groton. He rested his hands lightly on the lectern and leaned forward, every gesture polished and easy, his speech little more than a private chat between two generations of New England privilege and power. When he was finished, the boy took his time, gliding past Katie with barely a glance. Then her name was announced, and a tiny trickle of piss leaked down her leg.

Stupid Irish cow. Dumb cunt. Whore.

Her father’s whispers hissed and snapped all around her as she walked on wooden legs to the lectern. He’d noticed the attention his daughter was getting. Fuck yes, he’d noticed. His attention. His spotlight. And that could never be. So he’d taken her for a drive two nights before the final and explained the pecking order—where she stood, what she was, what she’d always be.

Stupid Irish cow, dumb cunt, whore.

Katie looked out at her audience. One of the judges, the oldest with white hair and purple lips, took a handkerchief out of his pocket and waved at her to begin. She opened her mouth and a dry croak hopped out. The patrician wiped his lips clean and leaned to his left for a whisper, then a delicious smile. Katie felt the shame well in her chest as a chair scraped and her head emptied. She turned and fled, running from her stillborn future, hiding somewhere in its cooling past. Eventually, one of the nuns found her in a bathroom stall. She told Katie it was all right. She’d do better next time. But Sister Ellen never spoke to her again, not like she had before. No one at the Academy did. And the only foothold she’d ever had in the world was scrubbed away in a flush of tears and fear and cunning. And she slid back down the hill, back into the valley of soot and ash where she belonged, where they all waited with their eager, misshapen smiles and sharp, shining teeth. And the bulb that had burned so brightly, so briefly, popped inside her head, the filament glowing red for the briefest of moments before her mind went dark forever.

Stupid Irish cow. Dumb cunt. Whore.

Katie Pearce flicked her cigarette into the morning breeze and watched it catch in the grass before winking out. There was more movement inside the house. HE would be up soon. She had to start the breakfast. And she had to get her only son out before they ate him alive as well.
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KEVIN WOKE to the rough burn of tobacco and squinted at the smell in his sheets and on his clothes. His mom was awake, standing on the back porch with the kitchen door open, enjoying a smoke in the cold. He pulled the blanket up to his chin, relishing the warmth of his bed for another moment or two. In the concrete distance, he could hear the early morning rounds of the ragman. He haunted the neighborhood at five miles an hour, hanging his head out the window of an ancient pickup, beating a spoon against a tin pan dropped on a rope over the driver’s-side door and sawing away in a singsong voice.

Any old rags, any old rags, any old raaaags . . .

Kevin listened to the wax and wane until the ragman’s call had faded down the hill. Then it was quiet again. His mother came back inside, slippers scraping across the cracked linoleum as she went back and forth. Kevin waited until the kettle began to whistle, then got dressed and crept into the kitchen.

It was cold for early September. The radiator heat wasn’t up, so his mom had lit the stove and left the oven door open. Kevin pulled a chair next to the heat and drank from the cup of Barry’s she’d fixed.

“Want me to make some?” She held up a package of Jiffy corn muffin mix. Kevin loved corn muffins and his mom thought it made up for everything else. At nineteen cents a package, it was a cheap fix.

“Sure, Ma. Corn muffins would be great.”

That was all the absolution she needed. Ten minutes later, they were ready—thin, gritty meal, but hot with a dollop of butter. Kevin ate two of them with tea. His mom sat with him and stared into some blank space only she could visit. After a few minutes, she stiffened in her chair, eyes moving to the hallway.

“Your father’s up.”

Kevin heard the hollow fear in her voice and felt it balloon in his belly. He scooped up another muffin, wrapped it in a paper napkin, and made his way to the back door. She helped him slip on his coat.

“Ma.” He pulled away, but she still managed a kiss on the cheek.

“Got you.” She wiped at the spot with the flat of her thumb and pushed back the hair from his forehead. “I love you, Kevin.”

“I gotta go.”

She took him by the chin and forced his eyes onto hers. “I do, Kevin. You know that.”

“Yeah.” There was the sound of water now from the bathroom. “I gotta go.”

She rolled her eyes to the ceiling. “Stop upstairs and see her.”

“I’m running late.”

“Stop up and see her. It’ll only take a minute.”

Kevin grabbed his glove and slipped onto the landing, his mom snapping the lock behind him. He listened to the scrape of a kitchen chair and the cut of voices through the thin wooden door. Then he turned and took the stairs, two at a time.
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The big cat slouched in a shadow, easy in his skin, watching as the boy ran up the stairs, Indian quiet, a baseball glove slapping off his thigh as he went. The boy disappeared into the third-floor apartment and the cat waited, almond eyes tick-tocking back and forth between the front windows of the cab office and the top floor where the old lady lived. Leaves chattered in the breeze. The cat flared his nostrils and squinted against the sun, dipped in fifty shades of cold heat and rising fast, its nascent rays caught in a stray pane of white glass. He thought about the boy. Then the old lady. It would be another hour before she made her way across the yard. The big cat shrank back into the scrub and settled in to wait.
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MARY BURKE sipped at her tea and thought about her shorties. She had them stashed all over the apartment, waiting for a late night or early morning when Horrigan’s was closed and she needed one. She got up from the kitchen table and walked into the living room, playing bent fingers among the dust bunnies that lived on the ledge over the door. Her cigarette butt was crouched in the corner just where she’d left it. Mary took it back to the kitchen and lit up, pulling the velvet smoke down into her lungs. At night she could sometimes feel the phlegm, thick and hard and brown, and the pump as her heart skipped and struggled. Mary would hack and cough until she’d cleared a passageway and her heart had settled back into its normal rhythm. Then she’d light up again, just to show her lungs who was boss. She’d lie in bed and listen to Larry Glick on the radio, blowing smoke rings at the ceiling and thinking about cycles within cycles—dreamless days that blended, one into another.

She’d been born sixty years ago at the same table where she took her breakfast. The sixth of seven, Mary grew up silent and smart. Her mother died when she was thirteen. They told the neighbors she’d fallen down a flight of stairs, but Mary knew better. When her father fell down the same flight six months later, Mary and Shuks (one of her five brothers and Mary’s favorite) stared down at his body from the landing and thought that was just about right. She married in the winter when she was seventeen. Today they’d probably call it rape, but once her future husband took her cherry she didn’t really have much choice. And thinking about anything else just wore her out. Mary churned out six kids in eight years—a regular hump machine, staring at cracks in the wall as he rutted over her. Her husband was her father in every respect. Only this one knew better. He feared Mary. And so the beatings were that much worse.

She’d set up the closet when her oldest was twelve. It had a sliding black bolt on it, some pillows, and a blanket. The kids would hear him on the stairs late at night and show up at the bedroom door, eyes lit by a cold, vacant light. She’d walk them down the hall and stuff them all in the closet. She’d go in last and slide the bolt across. Then they’d sit. The first time he clubbed his fists against the door. The old boards shuddered and paint cracked and fell off in thin, curling pieces. But the door held. One of the middle girls started to cry and Mary put an arm around her and wiped the tears dry with the back of her hand. On the other side of the door, her husband pulled up a chair and talked to his family. Each, in turn. The girls were whores. The boys, faggots and fairies. Their mother? She’d sucked his dick the first night they’d met. In an alley just off Oak Square. She’d sucked and he’d watched her suck. And now her children knew and how did that feel? Mary could have told him it didn’t feel like anything at all. But he already knew that. And one day it would kill him.

She took a final drag and crushed out the cigarette with her thumb, watching memories fade and die in the coal red ash. There was a tread on the stairs outside. She got up slowly and shuffled to the back door just as it opened. Her grandson, Kevin, was there, gray eyes catching hers in sketches of early morning light.

“Hi, Gram.”

“You want some tea?”

“I gotta get going.”

“Sit down for a minute.”

The boy took a seat at the kitchen table. She could already feel the sadness in him. It rippled through the generations. Some seemed immune, the stony ground of their souls reflected in the hard, flat planes of their faces. And then there were ones like him. Mary felt the familiar tightening in her chest, a squirming bag of fears in her gut. A new generation would be served. And she was powerless to stop it.

“Are you working today?” she said.

“I was gonna ride with Bobby.”

“Let me guess, you want to drive?”

“Bobby said you wouldn’t mind.”

“Is that what he said?” Her chuckle turned into a hacking cough. They both waited while it ran its course.

“Is it okay, Gram?”

“Take one of the old cabs. And for cripes sake, don’t hit anything.” She got up to fill the kettle.

“Are you going over?” he said.

“I’ll probably go in for the morning and see how I do.”

“What’s the matter?”

“Nothing. Just don’t get old.” She pulled out a box of wooden matches, struck one, and lit a burner on the stove. “You win last night?”

“Yep. We’re in the city final.” He held up his glove. “Got practice at eleven.”

The water was still hot and the kettle began to whistle almost immediately. Mary pulled out a box of Red Rose tea and dropped a bag in a mug. Tea was her constant companion—a cure-all for whatever brand of heartache came traipsing through the door. Everything about it, from the ritual of boiling the water to fixing the accompanying toast, calmed and soothed her. She knew it was crazy, but the world always seemed to make a little more sense when you considered things over a cup of tea. At least that was her opinion and the hell with anyone who disagreed. The water spit as she poured from the kettle, and she set the tea in front of her grandson. Then she poured a cup for herself. He stirred in milk and sugar. She got out the butter and began to fix the toast.

“Mom made corn muffins.” Kevin pulled a white napkin from his pocket and unwrapped it.

“Oh, all right.” She sat down again and picked at the muffin, tapping the side of her foot against the table in an urgent, anxious rhythm. “How’s your mother?” Katie Pearce was Mary Burke’s third youngest, the smartest of the lot, and the one who’d stayed close.

“She’s fine.”

“Tell her I went to the store yesterday. Never mind, I’ll tell her myself.”

Even with the milk and sugar, the tea was strong and brown and rich. They sat and sipped.

“Your father home last night?” she said.

“He watched the game in the living room.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

She caught the boy’s tone and let it go, opting for a pen and the Globe’s crossword. Kevin reached for the front page. He’d been weaned on Watergate, following every twist and turn, living and dying with Woodward and Bernstein as they took down a presidency. She’d watched from across the kitchen table, arguing the finer points with the boy, forcing him to defend his beliefs, challenging at every opportunity. Along the way she’d witnessed the blossoming of a mind. No one had ever been to college in their family. He’d be the first. And so much more.

“What’s the headline?” she said.

The Globe was running a retrospective on Watergate, with a focus on Nixon and what he’d do with the rest of his life. She took one look at the former president’s face on the front page and pushed it away. “Crook.”

“All Nixon ever had to do was tell the truth,” Kevin said.

“You don’t know Republicans.”

“That’s all he had to do, Gram. Just tell the truth about the robbery.”

“And why would he do that?”

“Two reasons. First, Americans would have forgiven him. Second, the Washington Post was gonna get him.”

“The Republicans told JFK they’d kill him if he came to Dallas and they did.”

“What’s that got to do with Watergate?”

“They’re Republicans. That’s what.” She broke off a piece of muffin, soaking it in her tea until it was soft. “Did you hear about Brackett Street?”

“What about it?”

“Some black bastard from Fidelis Way broke into an apartment and nearly killed a woman.”

“I heard there was no one home.”

“He had a knife with him. What do you think he was looking to do?”

“How do you know he had a knife? And how do you know he was black?”

Mary Burke got up and began to pace, the fear now screwed up tight and spinning in her belly. “Goddamn niggers.”

“I hate that word, Gram.”

“I’m not talking about all of them.”

“I don’t care.”

“I saw one in the backyard yesterday.” Her words came out in a quick rush of air.

“Saw what? A black kid?”

She nodded. It was just three in the afternoon. He’d caught her peeking at him from behind a shade in her kitchen and hightailed it down the alley. But she’d seen him. And that was enough.

“Maybe he knew someone who lives around here,” Kevin said.

“He ran like hell when he saw me.”

“I cut through backyards all the time, Gram.”

She grunted. The boy drained his cup and pulled on his coat. “Bobby’s gonna be waiting.”

“Come here.” She gave him a kiss on the cheek and ran rough fingers through his hair. “You’re right, Kev. It’s an awful word.”

“Then why use it?”

“Cuz I’m an old woman and I’m scared. And I should know better.”

The boy’s face flushed. “You don’t have to apologize to me, Gram.”

“Like hell I don’t.” She slid her hands under the collar of his coat and felt the weight of it between her finger and thumb. “You sure you’re gonna be warm enough in this?”

“I’m fine.”

She let go of the collar, smoothing it flat. “Ask Bobby why he didn’t stop in this morning.”

“I don’t like asking him that.”

“Ask anyway.”

The boy fidgeted in his sneakers.

“You like Bobby a lot, don’t you, Kev?”

A shrug. “Bobby’s cool.”

“You think so?”

“Heck, yeah.”

“Look at me.”

He did.

“You know I’m not always gonna be around.”

“Don’t.”

“I’m not in the grave yet. I’m just saying, someday.”

“All right, someday. Way in the future.”

“When it does happen, things will change.”

“What kind of things?”

“I don’t know for sure, but there’ll be a void and it’s just human nature to want to fill it. The point is I think you’ve got ‘special’ written all over you.”

“Gram . . .”

“That doesn’t mean it’ll be easy. There might still come a time when the whole thing could tip one way or the other. And you won’t know which way to push. Or even if you should push at all.”

“I’ll know.”

He was always so certain. Late at night, it’s the thing that scared her most. “You won’t know, Kevin. You’ll think you know, but you won’t. I want you to promise me you’ll trust Bobby. He’ll know. And he’ll do what it takes. All right?”

“Sure.”

“Bobby. No one else.”

“I got it.”

“Good. Now, give me a kiss.”

He leaned in. She searched his face the way she always did. Then she let him go and the boy was gone.

[image: ]

Mary Burke watched her grandson pick his way across the backyard toward the cab office. When he was halfway there, she drew the shade and pulled down a strongbox she kept on the top shelf of her china cabinet. Inside was a stack of cash held together by a thick rubber band and a thirty-eight-caliber revolver with winds of gray tape wrapped around the grip. She picked up the gun and felt the weight of it in her hand. Then she shook her head and put it back up on the shelf, a hard, dark lump alongside the box of money.
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FIVE BLACK taxis stood sentry outside the cab office. Massive Detroit machines, with bumpers made of iron and headlights as big as hubcaps, doors heavy enough to knock you over when they swung open and engines that shook the ground under your feet when they turned over. Each of them had OLD TOWNE TAXI stenciled on the side. Kevin found the key to the back door of the office under a rock and let himself in. His grandmother’s wooden desk sat silently by the window, looking back at the three-decker sunk down in the yard. On the desk was a stack of papers and an enormous phone with a silver rotary dial. Kevin picked up the handset and stared at the cab company’s number, ST2-6400, stamped in thick red letters on the receiver. Kevin’s grandmother owned the cab company outright. Her five brothers drove. Usually they made it to their destination. Sometimes they found a drink and hit a tree instead. Kevin hung up the phone and wandered out of the main office, headed toward the second floor.

“Who’s that?”

Kevin jumped and looked down at his feet. The voice came from what his grandmother called the mouse hole—a half circle cut into the wall near the floor. The mouse hole was usually sealed up. This morning, however, it was wide open, a shaft of white light streaming through.

“Hey, Aggie. It’s just me.”

Aggie was Kevin’s great-aunt and his grandmother’s only sister. She lived in a one-room apartment that shared a common wall with the office. Aggie never came out of her apartment and no one ever went in except Kevin’s grandmother. All of Kevin’s conversations with Aggie took place on his hands and knees, staring at a slice of her face through the mouse hole.

“Hi, Kevin. Take this, will you?” An empty plate with some crumbs on it and a teacup came sliding through. Kevin hated it but bent down so his face was nearly flat against the floor. A large blue eye rolled his way.

“You working today?”

“Yeah, Aggie.”

The eye drifted. Now Kevin was looking at a piece of inflamed ear fringed by white hair and a stretch of moving red lip.

“I took my goofballs when I woke up. Four of ’em.”

“Are you supposed to take that many?”

“Doctor says I should, but they make me crazy.” The blue marble rolled back into its wooden socket. Kevin blinked and believed every inch of the power of the goofball.

“Where’s Mary?” Aggie said.

“She’s not in yet.”

Every afternoon, Aggie and her sister sat in Aggie’s apartment, watching Candlepins for Cash and eating bowls of ice cream. Something went wrong once and they rushed Aggie to the hospital with tubes up her nose and eyes gone back in her head. For three weeks after that, Kevin’s grandmother ate ice cream alone, just her and the sound of pins falling on the black-and-white in a small kitchen at the back of the office. Kevin watched once from the dark hallway but left without saying a word.

“Tell Mary I got peach today,” Aggie said.

“Peach?”

“Ice cream. She knows cuz she bought it. Make sure you tell her.”

“You got it.”

“Gotta go. Bye, Kevin.”

The mouse hole snapped shut and Kevin was left on his hands and knees. He got up from the floor and took Aggie’s cup and plate into the kitchen. His great-uncle, Shuks, sat at the table. He had the Herald laid out in front of him and a large black coffee beside it.

“Hey, Shuks.”

“Hey, kid. What did Aggie want?”

“Nothing. She just gave me her stuff.” Kevin dumped cup and plate in the sink. “Bobby up?”

“Haven’t seen him.”

“He’s gonna let me drive one of the cabs.”

“Good for you.”

Kevin could have said he was gonna drink a case and a half of beer and piss off down the Mass Pike blindfolded and Shuks would have been all in. Dukie was the youngest and most naturally Irish of the five brothers, with curly hair of iron gray, long, sharp features, and a nose you wouldn’t forget. He was also probably the best-looking, which wasn’t saying a whole lot unless you said it to him. Shuks, on the other hand, wasn’t pretty. His face was lumpy like soft potatoes. His hands were huge, with doorknobs for knuckles and thick, coarse fingers stained with nicotine. Still, he was Kevin’s favorite. Shuks had been a wild man back in the day—boozing and brawling his way through most of the Irish joints in Boston until he finally decided to let his fists earn him a living. Kevin had seen one of the old boxing posters, so he knew it wasn’t the usual family bullshit. Shuks at twenty-three, crouched in front of the camera, tight blue eyes stitched above a set of black gloves. Underneath, the script read NEW ENGLAND JUNIOR WELTERWEIGHT CHAMP, 1937. Most of Shuks’s fights were at places like the Taunton Civic Center or the Allston VFW. Twice Shuks fought in Filene’s window. He told Kevin those were the best-paying bouts. They’d set up a ring in the big window on Washington Street and people would stand on the corner and watch. Shuks wasn’t the type to brag, but Kevin liked to hear about the fights. And he thought Shuks liked to talk about them. Why the hell not? Kevin slapped his glove on the table and pulled out a chair.

“Sox win?”

“Three to two. Lynn hit a home run in the eighth. Goin’ all the way this year, kid.”

“They always blow it.”

“Not this year.”

“You think?”

“I got a feeling.” Shuks reached for a pack of Lucky Strikes on the table, shaking out a cigarette and pointing the business end at Kevin. “Don’t start. Cuts
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