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E-Book Extra

On Writing: An Interview with William Lashner




Question: How do you come up with your ideas?



Lashner: Ideas are easy to come by, they tumble out of the newspaper, they fall out of the sky. Almost every day I get an idea for a story. The trick is finding an idea that can sustain a year or more of work, that can grow and mutate into something compelling enough to be the center of a novel. So the real question is: how do I know if an idea is worth working on for a couple months to see if I might want to use if for a book? Thats not so easily answered. The idea has to speak to me somehow, it has to contain within it the characters that can bring it to life, and it has to embody a pair of contrasting ideas that can fight it out over the course of the story. This last bit is crucial. Every story has a main idea and a counter idea. Both ideas should be strong and have merit and the way they battle through the course of the book is what gives the novel its power. In Past Due, the ideas that are fighting it out through the book are all about how we can avoid becoming slaves to our pasts, whether it is better to put it behind us and move on or to fight to understand it and embrace it, with all its pain and failures.



Question: How do you turn an idea into a novel?



Lashner: For me its a three-part process. First I work with the idea, build it into a story, outline as much as I can. I dont really do any of the hard work of writing until I have a beginning and an ending. Endings are important; they tell which of the contrasting ideas came out the winner or if the two ideas battle it out to a draw. In that way, they contain the ultimate meaning of the work. I dont start the actual writing until I know the ending, even though the ending most often changes before I get there.

Once I have the basic outline, I begin the hard part, the first draft. I have kids and I spend the weekends with them, but five days a week Im in my office, outlining and writing. I like to do between four to six pages a day. If I do much more, the writing is usually flabby. If I do much less, theres no momentum to the pages. It is slower in the beginning, it speeds up at the end, but pretty much four to six pages, and I try to write them as well as I can. I dont figure Ill pretty it up in the rewrite. The major unit of prose writing, I think, is the paragraph so I spend a lot of time on each paragraph, keeping it taut and interesting and trying to find the humor it in. Four to six pages a day. And on each page I try to have a gem or two, something in the dialogue, a turn of phrase, something funny. Sometimes I sit around and nothing gets done, but the key is that Im there, putting in the time. Often, after a day of nothing, I get so frustrated with myself I start banging out stuff at the end and its pretty good because Ive been thinking about it all day.

After the first draft comes the most crucial part, the rewrite. I take what I have and then I imagine it all over again. What if this happens? What if that happens? How can I make it stronger, more structured, more interesting? Its like Im back to the first part, the outlining part, but this time I have a lump of prose to work with. When I figure out how to make the changes, then I go through it again and again until it works. Hostile Witness took ten rewrites, but I had never written a mystery before and so I left out some crucial stuff the first time through, stuff like suspects. In my rewrite for Past Due I emphasized some characters and themes that hadnt been given enough attention in the first draft. For instance, the picture of Joey Cheaps is much more in depth after the rewrite; before he was just a petty hood who gets himself into trouble, but after the rewrite he became a more tragic figure, a guy who wasnt smart enough or good enough and who let one failed crime, and the lie behind it, ruin his entire life.



Question: Do you write on computer?



Lashner: Im not sure why this question comes up so much. Every writer has to figure out his own process and so you should end up doing what works for you. I write on a computer because I rewrite as I write, rearranging sentences, chopping clauses, and it makes the process go more smoothly. Also, I can type almost as fast I can think and that helps getting out ideas when Im in the flow.

The interesting thing about process, however, is that the tools you use to get the words down do make a difference. When I write in longhand my sentences are sharper, terser. Maybe that is why I write a lot of dialogue out longhand. On the other hand, the ease of writing on computer gives my sentences a rhythm and tone that I dont get writing longhand.



Question: What writers have had the most influence on you?



Lashner: One of the best ways for a young writer to get a hold on their own style is to start by writing like the authors they most admire. Its an amazing thing, you start out by sounding like someone else but as the words pile up something slowly changes and after a couple of hundred thousand words you end up sounding like yourself. Its a lot of work, and a lot of words, but it is worth it. By the time I started Hostile Witness, my first published novel, I had written close to half a million words of unpublished stuff and so by then I had a sense of my own style, but before then there were a number of writers I had spent time copying.

Everyone seems to try, at least for a time, to write like Hemingway. His prose is so taut and spare, he makes it looks so easy. His story, Hills Like White Elephants seems so simple, I figured even I could do it. But the story is a masterpiece and my pale imitation of his style was a disaster. Then I discovered Kerouac and for a couple years wrote like him, long flowing sentences filled with exclamations of joy and sadness. Then for a time I tried to write like the American minimalists, Raymond Carver, Joy Williams, and I got pretty good at that. The thing about writing flat emotionless prose is that it sounds writerly. That was the prose that got me into writing school, but I wasnt happy with it. It sounded like someone, but it didnt sound like me.

I decided to write a first person novel and so I read all the first person books I could get my hands on. I remember A Summons to Memphis had a big effect on me, and Farewell My Lovely, but the novel that caught me most completely was All the Kings Men, by Robert Penn Warren. His language was gorgeous, of course, thick with metaphor and simile, but the thing that struck me was the streak of self-flagellation in Jack Burdens prose. That seemed perfect for what I was trying to do and so I spent a lot of time trying to write like that. It got so bad I even read my stuff back in a Southern accent, but I consider that book one of the greatest American novels and its influence on my writing has been profound.



Question: What advice would you give to someone who wants to write?



Lashner: You have to do two things and you have to do them a lot. First you have to read as much as you can, and not just the type of book you want to write. Its not enough, if you want to write mysteries, to read only mysteries. Read everything: romance, comedy, high literature, fast paced thrillers, science fiction. Read Martin Amis because hes funny as hell, read Toni Morrison because of her clear eyed vision of America, read Dashiell Hammett because hes so sharp, read Moby Dick because Melville broke all the rules, read any comic book by Frank Miller because he gets right to the point. Whenever anyone tells me she wants to write I always ask what she reads and I get a pretty good idea right there of her chances. And if you find something you really like, outline it, so that you can see how it works. Remember, now youre reading like a writer, not just a reader, and thats a whole different thing.

Second, you have to write. A lot. Theres no way around it. At the start it is really hard and it comes out lousy and you just have to keep doing it. My first novel was so bad I wouldnt even show it to my mother. My mother. Some of my things she put up on the refrigerator were brutal, yet still I wouldnt show her this. But its four hundred pages of prose, which is a lot of words. I learned so much writing those four hundred pages of bad prose, stuff you cant learn from reading books about writing. The only way to find your voice is to write your way into it. But the great thing about writing is that you dont need anybodys permission. To make a movie you need someone to give you money. To act, you need to be cast. But to write, all you need to do is say, I want to write, and no one can stop you.



Copyright  William Lashner, 2004








 

Chapter

1




THERE IS SOMETHING perversely cheerful about a crime scene in the middle of the night, the pulsating red and blue lights, the great beams of white, the strobes of photographers flashes. Festively festooned with yellow tape, a crime scene at night is a place cars drive slowly by, as if before an overdone Christmas display with bowing reindeers and whirling Santas. In the uniformed workers busily going about their business, in the helicopters spinning madly overhead, in the television vans with their jaunty microwave disks, in the reporters giving their live reports, in the excited onlookers excitedly looking on, in all of it lies the thrilling sense of relief that the arbitrary finger of desolation has squashed flat this night a total stranger.

Unless the corpse within the tape is not a total stranger. Then, suddenly, the crime scene at night is not so cheery.

I didnt yet know why I had been summoned to the crime scene at Pier 84 on Philadelphias dank waterfront, or whose death was the subject of this swirl of activity, but I knew the deceased was not a total stranger or I would never have been called, and that was enough to turn the cheeriness of the scene into something bleak and icy. The possibilities flitted through my mind like bats through a dusky sky, an endless swarm, each swoop or swerve carrying its own name and causing its own jolt of fear.

 
I was called by McDeiss, I told one of the uniforms standing as solid as a Roman sentry at the gated entrance to the pier, his arms crossed, his thick leather jacket zippered tight. Far behind him, lying between two huge shipping containers, surrounded by cops and technicians, slipping out of a strange dark puddle, was a lump of something covered by blue.

You a reporter? said the cop.

Im a lawyer.

Even worse. Yo, Pete, he called out to a young cop standing a few feet away. Whats more trouble than a lawyer?

Two lawyers, said Pete.

Go tell Detective McDeiss to hold on to his wallet, theres a lawyer here to see him.

Who died? I managed to get out.

Talk to McDeiss.

What happened?

Some guy got an early good-night kiss.

Until then I hadnt known if the victim was man or woman, now the possibilities narrowed. Half of the swooping bats dissolved and disappeared, yet that didnt seem to help at all.

The pier was a flat sheet of cement, jutting out into the wide, slow Delaware River, just north of the Walt Whitman Bridge. Rail lines crisscrossed its length and an arcade-style warehouse squatted in its center, with trailers hitched at the bays in front like puppies sucking milk from their mothers teats. Chocolate milk, because Pier 84 was the primary cocoa-receiving facility in the entire country. On Pier 84, burlap sacks, unloaded from heavy cargo ships, were thrown into shipping containers and hauled by rail and truck to the gay little chocolate town of Hershey, Pennsylvania. You would expect you could smell the sweet rich flavor of the chocolate even on the pier, but youd be wrong. All you could smell that night was the wet of the river, the oxide of rusting metal, and something dark and desolate and sadly familiar beneath it all.

The warehouse now was in shadow, the river itself a thick black void. At the entrance to the pier, brown and low, squatted Franks, a lunch shack with tables out front and a blue sign reading: COLD BEER. To my right was the great steel bridge named after Americas most American poet. I hear America singing, yeah yeah yeah. Not tonight, Walt, not with all the racket from the helicopters, not with that lump of something beneath the blue tarp. And to my left, the oddest sight, the red tilting stacks of what appeared to be a great ocean liner fallen on hard times. The red paint on the funnels was streaked and flaking, the metal was rusting, the lighting was desultory at best, making it seem as if the great ship was sagging in the middle like a tired old horse. It looked as if it had suffered some foul disease and had crawled into the Philadelphia waterfront to die. Well, it had picked the right place.

This visit to Pier 84 was for me the start of the strange case you read about in the papers, the one with the Supreme Court justice and those pictures of the naked woman, the one with the dead client and the kidnapped lawyer and the rotting old ship and the ghost reaching back from the dead to exact his revenge. That one, remember? But for me it wasnt yet a headline, it was just a call in the night that had sent me scurrying to the waters edge, and so the strange sight of that rotting old ocean liner was just that, a strange sight, nothing more. A fading remnant of a far brighter past, it sat there, dead in the water, like a warning I couldnt yet hear.

Victor Carl, came a rich voice from within the cordon of the yellow tape. Why am I not surprised when your name comes floating up in the middle of a god-awful mess? Let him in, Sal.

The cop with the crossed arms stepped aside.

Detective McDeiss, Homicide Division, was wearing a long black trench coat, a gray suit, a black porkpie hat tipped low. His large hands glowed strangely blue, covered as they were with latex gloves. He was a big man, broad shoulders, thick legs, the cheeks of one who savored his wines and preferred his sweetbreads rare.

Thanks for coming out, Carl, he said. The deceaseds wallet is gone and theres no quick way to make an identification, but lucky us, he had your card in his back pants pocket.

My card?

You sound surprised. You dont toss them to the multitudes?

Just to passing ambulances and old ladies who fall and cant get up. I took a deep breath to steady my nerves, smelt the coppery tang of spilt blood, suppressed a gag.

 
You all right there, Carl?

I wasnt, not at all, but I turned away from the covered thing on the ground and tried not to show it. So let me get this right, Detective. You have a dead man, you dont know who he is, but he had my card, and you took a flyer on seeing if I could identify him.

If its not too much trouble.

Can I stand back a bit when I do it?

Please. These are new shoes.

McDeiss laid a gloved hand on my shoulder and squeezed before stepping toward the lump of something covered by a blue tarp twenty yards away. The crowd surrounding it stepped back. At McDeisss instruction a sharp white beam was focused on the tarp and the puddle. McDeiss leaned down, grasped the edge of the blue sheet of plastic with his gloved hand, looked at me.

I swallowed and nodded and stepped back still farther as McDeiss lifted the corner of the tarp.

I caught a glimpse, that was all it took, even bleached by the bright white light it took only a glimpse of the face rising out of a thick puddle of dark blood, only a glimpse, and I knew without a doubt. A single bat swooped low, aiming for my head. I flinched and turned away.

Joey Cheaps.

 









Chapter

2




JOEY CHEAPS.

I was sitting in my office, hoping something lucrative would come along and save me from bankruptcy court, when Joseph Parma, Joey Cheaps as he was known in South Philly, phoned. This was that very morning, about ten-thirty, and I wanted to tell my secretary to take a message, but I didnt. What we needed just then was something lucrative and Joey Cheaps was not something lucrative. Joey Cheaps was the opposite of something lucrative. Joey Cheaps was a monetary black hole. When he entered a bank, the share price dropped ten percent. When he walked down the street, parking meters flashed red one after the other. Every time I so much as said his name I lost money. Joey Cheaps. There went five dollars. See? He was a client and he owed me money and that was the only reason I took his call, so I could tell him he owed me money. He knew he owed me money, he didnt need me to tell him he owed me money, and yet still I couldnt help myself. It was that sore tooth thing all over again.

Joey, I said. You owe me money.

Yeah, I knows. Im working on it. It was genius, what you pulled in court. I owe you.

Yes, you do. You owe me thirty-five hundred dollars.

Well, you know, Victor, some things you cant put a price on.

 
But I can put a price on what I did for you, Joey. And you know what the price is? Thirty-five hundred dollars.

Hey, you know me, Victor. Im good for it.

Yeah, I said. I know you.

Listen, Victor. I got something going on whats going to make me flush, going to take care of everything. But before I does anything I got a question, a legal question.

Then you should find a lawyer.

Thats why I called you. Just do me the favor, all right, Victor? Im asking as a friend.

Im not your friend.

Were not no friends?

I was your lawyer, you were my client. And now you owe me money. That makes me your creditor.

Victor, the way my life is now, the only friends I got is my creditors. Everyone else I owes too much money. But Im thinking of coming clean. Im thinking of paying what I owes and starting new. Right after this thing. And I got reason to. I found someone.

Joey.

Shut up.

Joey in love. Who is she?

Shut up, it dont matter. But first we needs to talk, I needs to talk. To someone.

A line of desperation like an ominous riff of bass, rose from beneath the rough melody of his voice. I thought about it. I wanted to say no. My accountant, had he been in my office, would have insisted I say no. But there was that line of desperation in his voice that to a lawyer is as seductive as a purr. Whats it about, Joey?

I needs you to tell me, Victor, about that statue of limitations.

Are we talking art or crime.

What do I know about art?

Considering your record, Joey, you dont know much about crime either. What you are asking about is the statute of limitations. The law doesnt want you running scared your whole life about something you might have done wrong years ago. If the prosecutor doesnt bring the case within a set amount of time, then he cant bring it at all.

 
How long he got?

Depends on the crime.

Lets say drugs or something?

Possession only? Two years.

How about theft?

Simple theft? Same two.

How about with a gun?

Robbery? Five.

How about you beat some moke with a baseball bat?

Aggravated assault. Still five.

And what if the moke you beat with the baseball bat goes ahead on his own and dies?

Joey.

Just answer the question, Victor.

Theres no statute of limitations for murder.

Shit.

Yeah.

But it was twenty years ago.

It doesnt matter.

Double shit. We needs to meet.

How about Thursday?

How about now, Victor? La Vigna, you know it?

Yeah, I know it. But why the rush?

Now, Victor. Please. Ill pay you to show up.

Youll pay me? I said.

Im scared, he said. Im scared to death.

And he was, was Joey Cheaps, scared enough to offer to pay me, which for him was scared as hell, and I suppose, based on what I saw beneath the blue sheet of plastic, he had every right to be.

 










Chapter

3




BUT THAT WAS the morning and now, in the deep of the night, I sat on a curb at the crime scene, about twenty yards from Joey Cheaps corpse, and held my head in my hands. I held my head in my hands because it felt like it was breaking apart.

I had already given a full statement, identifying the victim, identifying myself as his lawyer, indicating I had seen him that very afternoon at a restaurant on Front Street. I told what I knew of his vital statistics, age, place of birth, rap sheet. And before I sat down on the curb I told the police where his mother lived. I could imagine the scene, the police detective stepping inside the dark house, the near blind woman offering coffee, offering cake, offering to heat up a piece of veal. The officer declining, asking the old woman to sit down, telling the old woman he has terrible terrible news. The way her face collapses as she learns the truth. If I had courage I would have done it myself, but Ive never been accused of having courage.

You look like a sick puppy came McDeisss voice from in front of me.

He was a client, I said.

Why dont you stand on up so we can talk some more.

If I stand Im going to puke.

You keep on sitting, then. He hitched up the pant fabric at his knees and squatted beside me and I couldnt help but wince.

 
Your knees sound like walnuts cracking in a vise.

Ive been younger, I admit it, said McDeiss.

We didnt get along so swell, McDeiss and I. Wed had a piece of business together in the past which had turned out poorly: a couple of dead bodies and a bad guy who in the end had gotten away. Still, I couldnt help but admire McDeiss. He was Ivy-educated but he didnt show it off, he was a righteous cop but he didnt preach, he was better at his job than I was at mine. And to top it off, he knew all the best restaurants.

The first cops on the scene found your card on him, he said. When the captain called out the case your name was prominently mentioned.

And because of that you volunteered?

We picked straws. Mine was seriously short. Mine was the runt of the litter, the jockey of straws. So lucky me, here I am to interview you. This afternoon you were with this Parma at a restaurant?

Thats right. La Vigna.

When?

About eleven.

What did you have?

The cheesecake.

Ricotta?

Absolutely.

Any good?

Not good enough that I want to taste it twice.

When did you last see him?

It was about eleven-thirty when we left.

You and Parma just met up for an early lunch?

Something like that.

Simply a friendly chat?

Sure.

What did you two boys chat about?

He was a client.

Youre claiming privilege, said McDeiss, nodding his head. I have a great respect for constitutional privilege, yes I do. I would never do anything to trample on privilege. Pause for effect. But your client is dead.

 
It doesnt make a difference.

Dont be a dickhead.

Tell it to the Supreme Court.

We already know theyre dickheads. But, see, Im a little puzzled with you claiming privilege. We checked his record. You had just gotten this Parma off the burglary rap, some sleazy trademark Victor Carl maneuver from what I understand. But Parma wasnt up on anything else. No pending charges, no parole violations. What Im wondering is what kind of trouble was he in which required him to consult with his criminal defense attorney at eleven in the morning?

I didnt answer, I just lifted my head out of my hands and stared at the detective.

Anything that might have gotten him hurt?

I said nothing.

The killing was apparently done somewhere else, a knife through the throat, in a car maybe, and then he was dropped here. Forensics will check him for fibers, see if we can match a make and model. Wherever he was killed, therell be a whole lot of blood. And it looks to us like he was beaten too. His eye, for example, was pretty busted up. Howd he look when you saw him?

His eye was busted up already when I met him.

That you can tell me?

Its not privileged information. When you talk to the waiter at La Vigna, a guy named Louis, hell tell you the same thing.

But you wont tell me anything else?

Sorry.

Because right now, Carl, we dont have a clue as to what actually happened here tonight. His wallet was missing so it could have been a robbery, but his Timex is still on his wrist and word is this Joey Parma never had anything worth stealing. So was this a mob execution? Was this drug-related? Was he stepping out with someone elses wife? Did he owe someone money? Anything you can tell us would be mighty handy.

Joey was never part of the mob. A wannabe maybe, but thats it. And the drug conviction was well in his past. Best I could figure, he was trying to go clean. But his street name was Joey Cheaps, which means he owed everybody money.

 
Anyone in particular?

Me.

Oh, I bet he did. Anyone else? Anyone mad enough to extract it in blood.

Not that I know of. But as to what we talked about, there is nothing more I can tell you.

Hes your client, Carl. Doesnt that matter?

Clients die, Detective. It happens all the time. Rich old ladies with wills to probate. Cancer-ridden smokers waiting on their suits against the tobacco companies. For criminal lawyers there are good ways to lose a client and bad ways to lose a client. A good way is for a client to die in his bed, surrounded by his family, receiving last rites from a priest. A bad way is for a client to be strapped on a gurney with a line in his arm, as the victims mother stares stone-faced through the viewing window. I dont know why Joey was killed, but it wasnt the state that killed him, or a fellow con with a prison shiv, and so I figure this falls on the right side of my line.

All righty then, said McDeiss without rising from his crouch. I suppose then theres nothing more to be done.

I suppose so.

Thanks for all your assistance.

It was nothing, I said. You need any help getting up?

Ill manage.

We should have been through, I should have stood, kicked the curb, left, gone on with my life. I should have, yes, but that thing I had said about clients dying all the time, that whole cynically hardboiled little speech, was an utter lie. They didnt die all the time, and when they did, I couldnt just shrug it off. So I didnt stand, kick the curb, and go on with my life. Instead, I said, Before you go, Detective, I wonder if you could do me a favor.

A favor. Is this related or unrelated to what happened to Mr. Parma?

Unrelated. I wonder if you could check your files to see if any unidentified floaters turned up about twenty years ago in the Delaware River. And maybe you could also see if you have a file on a missing man named Tommy, who disappeared twenty years ago and was never found.

 
An unidentified floater and a missing person, name of Tommy.

Or Thomas. Or Tom.

Twenty years ago.

Approximately.

And this is unrelated to your friend Parma.

Unrelated.

But you just happen to ask me this favor after your friend Parma meets with his criminal defense attorney for no apparent reason and then gets dumped between two rusting shipping containers with his throat slit and his blood flowing into the Delaware.

Just happenstance.

And I should do this why?

Because Im a sweet guy.

You make it hard to want to help you, Carl.

Nothing worthwhile is ever easy.

We stayed at the curb, me sitting, my head still in my hands, the nausea turning the edges of my vision pale, McDeiss still in his squat. We stayed there for a while until McDeiss said, Know what I got a strange hankering for right now? Ossobuco. You ever had a great ossobuco?

Do you mind? I can still smell the blood.

Veal shank braised in a wine sauce till it melts at the touch. And then, at the last moment, the secret ingredient is added, the gremolata, minced garlic, chopped parsley, and a dash of lemon zest. Theres a place on Seventh that makes a killer ossobuco.

Perfect for a homicide detective, I suppose.

Ill consider if the information you sought is worth pursuing.

Thats all I can ask. I paused for a moment, thought about what he had just said. And maybe, I continued, as if struck with a plan out of the thin of the air, if you find something, we can discuss it over dinner.

What a wonderful idea.

Theres a place on Seventh Street Ive been told about.

Sounds intriguing.

A little expensive, Im sure.

Yes it is, he said, letting out a soft groan as his knees popped once again and he stood. But worth every penny.

 
Youll keep me informed of what you find about Joey?

Why?

Professional interest.

Dont worry, Carl, one thing you can be sure of is that youll be hearing from me.

By the time I left the scene the coroners van had shown up, the body had been scraped off the tarmac, the arc lights taken down. The immediate scene had slipped back into the innocent darkness, but there was still the stain on the ground, still the remnants of what had been lying there not thirty minutes before. There wasnt anything more I could do about Joey Parmas legal problemits amazing how quickly death cleanses the docketbut that didnt mean he and I were through.
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4




WHEN I CAME home from the crime scene I sat on the couch in my living room, too weary and sick at heart to even take off my jacket or loosen my tie. I sat in the dark, and listened to my breathing, and felt a bleak hopelessness fall about my shoulders like an old familiar cloak.

My legal practice was failing for want of paying clients and my partner was thinking of bolting to greener pastures. My last love affair had ended badly, to say the least. I had been summoned to Traffic Court for a myriad of moving violations that were really, really not my fault. My mother, to whom I hadnt spoken in a number of years, was drinking her life away in Arizona. My father was deathly ill, awaiting the operation that would prolong, but not save, his life. And worst of all, my cable had been cut off because I had fallen behind on my bill.

And now Joey Parma had come to me for legal advice and had ended up dead. We had met at La Vigna, at a table in the back. His eye had been swollen, his hands had been sweaty. And at that back table, just hours before his death, Joey Cheaps had given me something. It was something I didnt want, something I had no use for, but he had given it to me all the same. He had given me a murder.

This was twenty years ago, said Joey Parma. He leaned forward, his voice was soft, he spoke out of the side of his mouth to ensure privacy. An old buddy brought me in, told me to bring a bat, sos I did. Nothing was supposed to happen. Just a little rough-up, is all. Three hundred for a rough-up. Some guy. Tommy something. I never knowed beyond that. He was coming to a pier on the river with a suitcase. There was supposed to be a boat or something waiting. But before he got to the boat we was supposed to take the suitcase. We was supposed to take the suitcase and teach the guy a lesson at the same time.

It was dark, deserted, cold as shit. The lights on the pier was out, but the moon was this bright thing in the sky. We was standing in the shadows, smoking, we was waiting, see? And the bat cold as it was in my fist, and the chill seeping through our jackets. Little leather jackets, like Travolta in that movie, thats what we all was wearing then. And so we was waiting and then we was waiting and then the guy Im with, he stamps out his cig and says, Theres the bastard, right on time. And I look up, and there he is all right.

Just a shadow. Coming closer. And when he gets close enough, with that crazy moon glowing down on him, we get a pretty good look-see. Hes about our age, tall and lanky, his hair a mop of black that falls over his eyes. He wears jeans and a black turtleneck, he carries the suitcase. Its a hard shell Samsonite thing like they had back then, and the light of the moon, dying on his dark clothes and hair, catches the shiny surface of the suitcase so that it sort of glows on its own. We can tells that its heavy, it pulls down his right shoulder so the whole angle of him is tilted, as he walks toward us.

And then he senses something wrong. He stops, turns, calls out, something like Johnny it was, and he calls it out again, but he gets no answer. When he turns around again we done stepped out of the shadows.

Theres a moment when he figures out what is happening and then the strangest thing. Youd think hed run, or come out swinging, or something. I was worried that maybe hed be carrying and me, all I had was that stupid bat. But theres this little smile comes on his face and he starts talking to us, you know, being all friendly. How you guys doing? Nice night, isnt it? Think we can work something out? Like hes charming us, like hes going to talk us out of it. But hes not, is he? The other guy, he says to me, Shut im up, Cheaps.

 Shut im up, Cheaps. And sos thats what I tries to do. One-handed is all, I dont mean to hurt him much, I want to get him in the arm, shake him up. I bring the bat back with one hand and give it a swing. And I get him in the arm and he starts cursing at me and he swings that suitcase at me and he slams me, he slams me. He gets me on the shoulder and it hurts, and I get pissed at this little pissant and I want to shut him up. Sos I grab the bat with my other hand and I take it back and I was never much with a bat and sos I figure I better put some oomph into it. And so I does.

And he ducks, and its like he ducks right into it.

In Little League I couldnt hit a basketball with a rake, but this time, with this swing, I get him flush on the face and something gives, I feel it, and down he goes, as if a string keeping him up had been cut, down he goes, like a magic trick. Except it isnt magic, is it? I give the bat a swing and it smacks up against his head and the string is cut and hes on the ground and theres blood, shit. And then we see, see that, see that hes, that hes

Say it, I said.

Fuck you, Victor.

You sure?

No doubt about it. Blood everywhere.

What happened to the body?

Splash, man, if you get the picture. Hey, dont look at me like that. I been sick about it every day from the time it happened. It wasnt supposed to be like it turned out. We was just supposed to take the suitcase from him, is all.

What was inside it?

I wasnt supposed to know, we wasnt supposed to open it. But we did, didnt we? His keys was in his pockets, we was supposed to get them too, and so when we found them we opened the thing.

And?

Loaded to the gills.

With what?

Cash.

Joey.

And it was heavy, too.

What was this guy doing with all that cash?

Who knows? But he wasnt up to no good, thats for sure. Just the way he tried to charm us, the bastard, you could tell he was into something and thought he knew how to handle himself. Son of a bitch, if he just hadnt of ducked.

What happened to the suitcase?

We was supposed to hand it up to the guy what hired us. But you see all that sitting in front of your face, what are you going to do? Wed been taking all the risks, and all for a measly three hundred each. Shit, Victor. The two of us what had done the thing loaded up our pockets, our crotches, our shirts, just stuffed in as much as we could. We ended with about ten grand apiece and you couldnt really tell there was nothing missing, it was still that full. Then we locked it up again, and the guy what brought me in, he lugged it away.

Who was he?

Just someone. I dont want to say. We go back.

To get out of this, you might have to tell his name to the DA.

Joey shrugged.

And this guy, he lugged the suitcase to where?

Dont know. That was the job, to take the suitcase and deliver it on up. But the guy I was with said it would have to be buried after what I done with the baseball bat. That was twenty years ago and for twenty years theres been silence. Until now.

I leaned forward. Tell me.

Last night. Late. They came around asking me about it, demanding answers, wanting to know who else was involved. They knew about the pier, they knew about this Tommy that we offed. And, Victor, they was looking for the suitcase. Two men, a sour face with a Brit accent what did all the talking, and some other, shiny-faced freak who stood stiffly with a cigarette in his fist and said nothing, not a freaking word.

What did you tell them?

Nothing. They wanted the name, too, but I gave them nothing. Thats why I got this decoration round my eye. But I always been stand-up, Victor. You know that.

Sure. Stand-up. So howd they know about you?

I dont know. I dont know. But Ill tell you this, ever since it happened I aint said a word about it to no one. No one, understand? I aint like one of those peacocks strutting around, proud of who they offed. It made me sick, the whole thing. I look back, whatever I turned out it wasnt what I was intending. You think I planned what I became. You think I planned three jolts in the joint. I was young, I didnt know what I wanted. But after that, I couldnt want nothing decent, you know? All I was fit for was what I ended up doing, small-time nothings with the occasional spectacular screw-up. But I thought this thing what happened was long over. I thought I was past it. And then, twenty years later theyre looking for the suitcase? What the hells that all about, Victor?

I didnt have an answer for him thenmy advice had been to make a deal, to give the story and the name of his old pal to the DA, to pay the price and put the thing behind him, a suggestion he said hed have to think about but that I figured hed ignoreand I didnt have an answer for him now, but I would find one, yes I would. On the last day of his life, Joey Parma had given me a sordid piece of his sordid past, and now that his throat had been slashed I couldnt just give it back.

Joey Cheaps might have been a sad sack no-account who still owed me my fee, but he was a client. That means something, to be a client. It means he gets my loyalty, whether he deserves it or not. It means he gets my absolute best for the price of an hourly fee. It means in a world where every person has turned against him there is one person who will fight by his side for as long as there is a battle to be fought. And the final battle, far as I could see, was just beginning. So, I couldnt just ignore what had happened, I couldnt just ignore that my client was dead, that his killer was free, that his past had risen to swallow him whole. My life was imploding in on itself like the fizzling core of an atomic bomb, but a client was dead and something had to be done. Yes, something would have to be done.

But first things first.
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YOU WANT SOME veal, Victor?

No, maam, I lied. Im fine, thank you.

I made it last night. The whole family came. But I prepared too much. I have it left over. I will just have to throw away.

All right then, I said. If youre just going to throw it away.

Good. Sit. And some baked rigatoni? And a sausage? You want me fry a sausage?

No, thank you, Mrs. Parma.

Are you sure? No trouble.

Well, if its no trouble.

Sit. Youll eat and then well talk. Like civilized people. Sit.

I sat. It was no use arguing with Joey Parmas mother when she decided you needed to be fed. You would eat and you would enjoy.

Mrs. Parmas house was dark, the curtains drawn, the lights low. I could barely see my way into the kitchen to the little Formica table to the side, but Mrs. Parma, in a long housecoat and slippers, bustled about her territory with an assuredness born of long practice despite her failing sight. When she opened the refrigerator and bent down to feel for the platter of veal, the light illuminated the lines on her cheek, her lean prowlike nose, the dark circles beneath her eyes, the stoic tragedy of a woman who lost her son years ago and had just now gotten around to burying him.

 
She hummed as she cooked, pouring olive oil into the pan, dropping in breaded pieces of veal that sizzled with excitement, placing a square of baked rigatoni in the oven, slicing a sausage and adding it to the pan. She took fresh greens from the crisper, brought them to her nose and then held them gently in her gnarled fingers as she sliced the greens roughly, chopped the garlic, fried it all up together before splitting a lemon and reaming it over everything. It filled the kitchen, the smell of meat and garlic, the spices, the sizzle of oil, the delicious clatter of her knives and pans and dishes, the sound of her soft humming.

You want maybe wine with your veal, Victor?

No, maam, that wont be necessary.

I have a bottle already open.

Will you join me?

Im not hungry. Who can eat after all these years? But Ill have some wine, if you dont mind.

Mrs. Parma, it would be a treat to share some wine with you.

She reached into a cabinet, pulled out two plain water glasses, filled them with a dark Chianti. She lifted her glass. To my Joey, she said.

To Joey.

She took a drink and seemed to slump for a moment, the outline of her body beneath the housecoat sagging before she recovered, pressed a hand to her forehead, returned to the stove.

Mange, she said as she put the plates in front of me.

I manged.

She sat with her third glass of wine, leaning on an elbow, as I put the empty plates in the sink, rolled up my sleeves, turned on the faucet.

Ill take care that, Victor.

No, you wont, I said. I filled the sink with water and soap, scrubbed the plates and pans clean, rinsed, left everything on the rack. I cleaned the counters with a sponge, I put away the garlic and oil, the salt. As I worked, she sat heavily at the table. She was a small woman, short and thin, weighed maybe ninety pounds, and still, to see her at that table was to see the force of gravity work on some huge awful weight.

 
My Joey was an altar boy, Victor. Did you know that?

No, maam, I said, drying my hands on a dish towel.

In his little white robe, with the other boys, swinging the incense. Oh, he was angel. Sweet as marzipan. I have picture, do you want to see?

Yes.

She started to rise, sighed, and sagged back into her chair. One moment, please. She took a sip of her wine. He was good boy. In his heart. But that dont matter much in this world. It wasnt easy being Joey Junior. Joey Senior was a man, my God, Victor, yes he was. Just the stench of him, coming home after a hot day wrestling with the meat, it made my head swim. Did you know him?

No, maam.

Let me tell you, it was no easy thing being his wife. It was harder being his son. You needed to be smarter and stronger to survive him. I was. Look at me, the size I am, he was twice as big as me, and still I was stronger than him every day of his life. But Joey wasnt. My little Joey. Forever trying to prove himself and proving nothing. Though always sweet, Mr. Carl. Always. Did you see how they came out for the viewing?

Yes, maam.

Lined up around the block. Such a crowd. They came out of respect for Joey Senior, and they came for me maybe, but they was also there for my baby. People loved him. He could have taken the shop, turned it into something for himself. Politics maybe. But that would have meant standing behind his father six days a week. So he became something else, even if what he became was crap. One day it was like a switch was turned, first he was just a sweet kid, and then he was ruined. Sad, desperate, stupid. Not a good combination. But as a boy, such a face on him.

She put her hands to her eyes as if to cover her sorrow. A thick golden ring shone on her forefinger, with a diamond chip in the center.

Thats a beautiful ring, Mrs. Parma, I said.

Her face lifted. She smiled as she bent her hand toward me, like a young woman showing off an engagement diamond. Pretty, yes. You like? I wear it all the time. To me it is special. Joey gave to me years ago. A birthday gift.

May I see it?

Of course, she said as she twisted the oversized ring off her finger. He could be so sweet. He was an altar boy, did you know that? In his little white robe. I have picture. Do you want to see picture?

Yes, maam.

She pushed herself up from the table, successfully this time, and rubbed her back as she left the kitchen.

While she was gone, I examined the ring. It was heavy, it felt solid, masculine. I nipped the bottom with my teeth and left a small mark. Nice. On the inside were the initials TG. I tossed it in my hand and then placed it gently on the center of the table.

When Mrs. Parma returned to the kitchen a few moments later she was carrying a picture in a frame. Three boys in white robes, young boys, eight or nine, posed in front of a church, butcher boy cuts with bangs hanging down. The boy on the right was chubby, happy, with a smile that could melt butter. Joey? Was Joey ever that happy? He was leaning against the boy in the middle, a broad, sturdy lad with a fierce smile and dark eyes. To the left was a tall thin boy, standing apart from the other two.

Such a face, said Mrs. Parma, sitting back at the table, twisting her ring back on. If only he could have stayed like that. But boys grow up and disappoint, every one. That is the way of it. Even you, Victor. Is your mother proud? Truly, in her heart? Joey Senior was just a boy himself when I first set eyes on him. Striding down the street in his uniform. Who could tell what was inside of him?

I wanted to again say how sorry I am for your loss.

I know you are. You took care of him that last time, when he told me he was falsely accused. My Joey, always a bad liar, but he couldnt help himself. He was allergic to the truth. But things were turning around for him, so he said.

Is that what he said?

That night, before he went out. He said he had a plan would turn things around for him.

 
Did he tell you what the plan was all about?

No. Never. My Joey never told me a thing. In fact, the policeman who came, he asked the very same thing. The black man with the Irish name.

Scottish name, I said. McDeiss.

Thats it, yes. I made him some veal. A man his size, he eats a lot of veal. He asked about you as much as he asked about Joey. But I knew nothing about Joeys business. I knew enough to know not to know. He was my son, Victor, my boy, and I loved him like he was still my little Joey, but I knew what he was. And for that they killed him dead?

Whos they?

Who knows? I dont. But he was never very smart with money.

Joey told me he had a girlfriend.

Thats a lie. Not my Joey. He was never one for the girls, had no handle on them. Not like his father, who knew how to have his way. For my little Joey there was only me. She twisted the ring on her finger. I was his girl.

Do you know why he was going out the night he died?

He was going out, thats all he said. Over to Jimmy Ts, that craphole, like his father before him. I used to send him there to bring his father home. He hated when I did that. His father would smack him each time. Never went on his own when his father was still living. But after, it became his place. Your mind can go crazy trying to figure it out. Jimmy Ts and that Lloyd Ganz, who was stealing from us every day of his life. She spit between her fingers. Whatever money Joey Senior earned, he took half of it, the thief. One hand is all you need to steal. Joey knew Id never call there, so he gave me another number to call if I needed him.

What number?

He had a number where he could be reached if I needed him. I was to leave a message and then he would get back to me. Made me memorize in case something happened with my heart like the last time.

She recited it to me. I took out a piece of paper and had her recite it again.

 
She sighed, took a sip from her wine. Tell me, Victor, what kind of trouble was my Joey in this time?

It was about something he did long ago, thats all I know.

Is that why he was killed?

I dont know, Mrs. Parma. I dont know why he was killed. He might simply have been in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Joey was always in the wrong place at the wrong time, but thats no reason to be dead, is it?

No, maam.

She picked up the framed picture of the three altar boys. Take this.

No, Mrs. Parma. I cant.

Take this. You remember him. She jammed the framed photograph into my hands. Take. Look. They killed the boy too, not just the man. Everything he ever was, it fell to the ground with the blood. The man, to be truthful, wasnt worth much, even Ill admit that, but the boy. Like marzipan. He would run from his father, snuggle on my lap, bury his head in my neck. The warmth of his tears, his sweet tears. You do me favor, Victor?

Anything.

Find out what happened to my boy.

I dont know if I can, Mrs. Parma. The police

I dont want to hear about police. What have police ever done for my Joey. You done, you the only one. You find out what happened to my boy. You.

Ill try.

Good. And when you find who did it, you let me know, okay?

I will.

You let me know and I take care of it. Like I took care of Joey Senior. Just get me the name, Victor. My knives are sharp. Whoever it is Ill cut off his balls, slice them thick, fry them with garlic, feed them to the rats.

Mrs. Parma.

I shock you, maybe, Victor? He was my boy. You know what is vendetta?

Yes, I do. But

What is wrong, Victor? You think Im not entitled?

 
Of course you are entitled. And no, Mrs. Parma, you dont shock me. It is just that I think we can do better than feeding the rats.

What are you saying, Victor?

I reached into my jacket pocket, pulled out an envelope. Have you ever seen, Mrs. Parma, a contingency fee agreement?
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I DIDNT KNOW what it was about hospitals that pressed their weight upon me with a physical force the minute I entered one, whether it was the information lady with her perky smile, the doctors walking casually among desolation and death, the smell, the stuffy framed portraits of long-vanished healers, the sick, the really, really sick, the smell. Did I mention the smell? You know what I mean, eau de mortality, a fragrant mixture of rubbing alcohol, ammonia, green beans, false cheeriness, false hope, urine and sweat and lime green Jell-O. Whatever it was, I had the usual mordant sensation as I walked into the lobby of Temple University Hospital smack in the middle of North Philadelphia. Or maybe it was the fact that my father was on the fourth floor. Any building that housed my father, whether the decaying little bungalow in which I was raised or the sprawling multilevel inner-city hospital in which he now lay, had the same effect on me, something akin to dropping down down in the deep sea and feeling my chest compress from the weight.

He had collapsed on the steps of his home away from home, the grand and glorious Hollywood Tavern, in his sad suburban enclave of Hollywood, Pennsylvania. There was blood coming out of his mouth and his breath was wet, and in the ambulance they had enthusiastically pumped him full of drugs. By some miracle he had survived the trauma of the ambulance and, when he had been stabilized at Holy Redeemer Hospital, he had been transferred to Temple. The religious symbolism was deliciously inapt, but Temple was the only hospital in the area that performed the delicate yet brutal surgery his condition required. Now they were treating the pneumonia that had invaded his lungs and were waiting for him to gain enough strength so they could open up his chest and kill him proper.

Hi, Dad, I said with as much pep as I could muster.

Youre back, he said, matching my pep with his normal tone of bitter resignation. You was just here. What, is your cable out?

Dont be silly. I came to see you. But I do seem to remember the Sixers might be playing Orlando tonight. Do you want me to put it on?

What for? I seen enough gunners in the damn army to last me, I dont need to see that Iverson bum.

Hes good. I like watching him play.

He waved his hand in disgust. He could barely move, my father, lying on his bed, his face gray and drawn and unshaven, only sixty years old but looking like hed already been buried twice as long. A clip bit into a finger of his waving hand, reading the oxygen level in his blood, now a paltry ninety-three percent. He barely had enough energy to breathe, sure, but he was never without enough energy to give the world a dismissive shove. I seen Chamberlain play. Greer. Cunningham coming off the bench. After what I seen, hes nothing.

So how are you doing?

Im dying, how do you think Im doing?

Youre not dying.

Yes I am, and its not such a bad thing neither. At least I earned it. I didnt earn much in my life, but I earned this.

I took off my coat, sat down beside his bed. Nice to see you in a good mood for a change. Whats going on?

What the hell do you think is going on? I lie here and they stick things in me. Bloodsuckers, is what they are.

And you, of course, are being your normal, personable self.

You try smiling as they play voodoo with your body. If the sickness doesnt kill me, theyll do it themselves.

 
I smiled indulgently. Why so cheerful this evening?

They got this thing up my dick.

To help you pee.

Sixty years I didnt need no help.

Want me to adjust it for you?

Stay the hell away from me, you bastard, said my father. So theres that. And, I dont know, I been thinking about things.

Oh, Dad, dont do that, I said. Thats the wrong thing to do. Especially here. No good can come from it. Weve both made it this far precisely by not thinking of things.

And look where we are. He tried to shift in the bed, struggled to take a breath. His face enlivened brightly with pain. Hell, he said.

Why dont I turn on the game?

I been thinking about things, he said. I been thinking aboutthings.

The Sixers?

A girl.

Should I turn it on?

A pleated skirt.

Ah yes, pleated skirts. Ive always liked them myself. Very flattering to the hips.

I need to tell you.

Sure, Dad. Thats fine. But how are you feeling? It looks like youre in pain. Are you?

What do you think? Whenever I breathe. I havent slept in days.

I jumped up. Let me find a doctor. Before he could reply, I was out the door.

My fathers in a bit of agony, I told the nurse behind the desk. You think he could be given something to ease it for a time, maybe let him sleep. The nurse told me to wait a moment as she went off to find the intern, and I stood dutifully at the nurses desk, playing the part of the dutiful son, glancing uneasily at the door to my fathers room, just down the hall.

I didnt want to hear that he had been thinking of things, my father. I didnt want to hear what he was thinking about. And I really really really didnt want to hear about the girl in the pleated skirt that had suddenly popped into his consciousness as he stared un-blinking at his own mortality. The girl who got away, the girl who broke his heart, the girl, that girl, the girl, the one. It was all too sad and ordinary. It didnt take much to imagine it all in one sad swoop. The shy glances, the sweet romance, and then the cheating, his or hers, it didnt matter, the cheating and the recriminations, and then the breakup that left him sad and wounded, that left him weak and unguarded, like a boxer ready to fall into an exhausted embrace with the first girl who came along, even someone totally unsuited to him, even someone certifiable, someone like, well, like my mother, from which all his ruin and misery had come, including his only begotten son. No, I didnt want to hear how with the girl in the pleated skirt everything would have been different, how with the girl in the pleated skirt life would have been more than a sad burden to be shouldered through to death. Because it wouldnt have been different, my dads life, and we both knew it. My father was someone who trudged through life while others floated, a man who set a course of low expectations for himself and then mercilessly failed to meet them, a man who chose bitterness and anger because they just came naturally, dammit, and what do you know anyway, you little bastard.

Are you Mr. Carls son?

I pulled myself out of my self-absorption to see a set of scrubs and a chart and a woman wearing and holding them both. She was young and thin and her eyes, though tired, were very blue. And she was a doctor, Dr. Hellmann.

Like the mayonnaise, I said.

She smiled
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