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The morning after at the Esposito was always worse than the night before, regardless of whether I’d been drinking. Until I’d taken over, this wasn’t the kind of place people came to socialize or celebrate a birthday. The old Esposito’s customers were looking for a place to exercise their drinking habits in solo time, a place where they could be in the company of others without having to obey any of the imperatives the presence of others might put on them: conversation, civility, an acceptable level of personal hygiene. Drinking in a bar, even one as ratty-assed as the Esposito, was a way to convince themselves they were one step better off than the people who stayed home to drink, sitting on their couches with the big bag of pretzels and the TV muted because the sound hurt their ears.

Always on the mornings after, I felt the weight of the Esposito’s history and the weight of my own need for the Scotch and, at the same time, the fundamental desire not to drink myself to death.

This Thursday morning was as cold as early March could be, though mercifully without snow. The night before had ended without further incident, at least inside the bar, but it looked as if something had been going on outside.

I stood in the cold wind on Mercy Street and stared at the steel-clad front door. The lip protecting the latch was bent over, as if someone had tried to crowbar it open. The same someone must have busted a knuckle because dried brown blood crusted over the top of the handle.

Avoiding the blood automatically, I turned the handle. The door stayed locked. I’d delayed spending money on burglar alarms but maybe it was time. I seemed to have improved the place enough that someone thought I had something worth stealing.

Nine-thirty in the morning was early for drinking but I didn’t want to foreclose the possibility of company while I opened up, so I propped the door open. Maybe the breeze would blow out the stale beer smell. Jacquie wouldn’t be in until eleven to prep for lunch.

At the bottom of the steel stairs, I turned the house lights up all the way. The illumination gave up some of the Esposito’s lesser secrets: the cracks in the black and white checkerboard linoleum, the raw plywood edges on the tables where nervous fingers had peeled the veneer, the mismatched chairs. The black bar, shiny as a piano, ran the length of the far wall, with the doorway to the kitchen and the back room at the far left end.

The morning-after smelled flat and stale and failed. It breathed a miasma of grease and beer spillage and nervous sweat and though it was illegal to smoke in public any more, the walls reeked of stale tobacco, as if exhaling more of their toxic history every night. I lit a cigarette and walked across the floor, my soles sticking slightly.

The earthy overtone to the air told me Jacquie hadn’t bothered cleaning the toilets again, third night running. It occurred to me, not for the first time, I’d been stupid to hire someone I’d both drunk with and slept with. She assumed that gave her license not to do things she didn’t want to do. After that business last night with Timmy McGuire, I wondered if I shouldn’t fire her right now, before things got worse.

I flicked the switch in the kitchen. One of the fluorescents came halfway lit then started to flicker, once every three or four seconds. I’d have to get out to the hardware store after she came in, before the lunch rush started.

The grill and fryer took a while to heat up so I twisted the knobs on. At least she hadn’t lied about her ability to cook and that was maybe the only reason I hoped I didn’t have to let her go. The Esposito was developing a lunch business and I needed the food business to support the jazz, which was the only part I cared about. People weren’t as nervous about coming to the South End for entertainment as they used to be.

Back out front, the fecal smell increased, as if the ventilation was pushing it around. I hoped the pipes hadn’t backed up. The down payment consumed the last of my available cash and until I started generating more, I didn’t have anything to spare for new plumbing. Or remodeling the rest rooms, much as they needed it. Male and female drunks alike were slobs and my clientele hadn’t upgraded too far beyond them yet.

The lights glowed a burnt yellow behind the bar. I drew on the cigarette. The stage, a triangular pocket cut into the wall opposite the service end of the bar, was in shadow, though the microphone stands glinted in the dark. Down on the floor, a shoeless foot and part of a leg in pale slacks stuck out of the shadows.

I sighed and flicked ashes into the sink.

Before I’d caught onto the trick, one of the homeless guys from the neighborhood used to hide out in the men’s room right before closing, then use the Esposito as a private hotel suite for the night, complete with private bar. It was also Jacquie’s job to make sure the restrooms were empty before I locked up. Last straw.

“All right, buddy.” I stubbed out my cigarette and called toward the stage. “Your wake-up call is here. Rise and shine. You’re going to have to take it elsewhere.”

Walking toward the darkened corner of the room, I looked for empties, trash, ashtrays—my previous night-camper had left a hell of a mess—but nothing seemed out of place. I climbed the narrow stairs at the side of the stage then stopped so fast my shoes squeaked. I reached and turned the stage spots on.

Timmy McGuire lay under the blue-tinged lights like an urban diorama: Man in Murder, circa Twentieth Century. Halfway up his ribcage on the heart side, a bone handle protruded from his black silk shirt. Blood dulled the fabric’s sheen in a pool around the wound and sopped all the way down into the front of his pants, as if he’d spilled a glass of thick red wine in his lap. His facial muscles were slack, his mouth hanging open as if he were singing a high note. Tortoise-shell guitar picks covered both of his eyes.

I leaped down off the stage and ran for the phone, knocking one of the chairs off a table as I went. Bile backed up in my throat and I was certain I was about to puke, not because of death, which I’d known in other places, but out of fear for what this one meant. The Esposito had been my island of stability as I tried to dry up but it was not going to stay stable or isolated for long.

“Nine-one-one dispatch. What is your emergency?”

The female voice sounded irked, as if I’d interrupted her coffee break. I distracted myself with the thought of the big glass of Scotch I was going to pour myself as soon as I was off the phone. Just when I thought I was turning the corner. This was a huge step backward to the Esposito’s days as a bucket of blood.

“We’re showing your address as 412 Mercy Street,” the dispatcher said. “Can you speak?”

The hollow echo of speaker-phone kicked in. She sounded slightly more concerned.

“There’s a body,” I managed to get out.

“Do you need medical assistance, sir?”

“No. No. Neither does he. Just send the police.”

“Please stay on the line, sir. We’ll have someone at your location as soon as we can. Sir? Are you there?”

A shadow darkened the street door. I looked up to the top of the stairs, where Jacquie was starting to descend. Even in my panic, I could appreciate the way she looked: creased black jeans, white turtleneck under a navy down vest. Her chestnut hair was pushed up on top of her head, loose and mussed. She carried a black leather tote and white running shoes by the backs of their heels.

“Elder? What’s the matter with you?”

I dropped the telephone on the bar and ran across the room to keep her at the bottom of the stairs. The stage lights were on but from there you couldn’t see too much. Better for both of us that way.

The detective who arrived after the uniformed cops was deep into his thirties, thick in the shoulders and thicker in the waist, a college wrestler on his way out of shape. He had thinning sandy-red hair and wore a pilled polyester suit over a starched white pinpoint cotton shirt and a yellow silk tie that had probably cost more than the suit had. He flipped open one of those long vertical notebooks the print reporters carry and laid it on the bar.

“Mr. Darrow?”

It might have been the first time anyone in the Esposito had called me Mister. I nodded and continued to slice up limes. As long as I kept moving, I didn’t think about being sick or what it all meant.

“I’m Dan Burton from the Boston Police Department. Homicide.” Burton reached across and pinned the knife to the cutting board with a meaty hand. “I wonder if I could have your attention for a moment?”

I let the knife clatter to the board, rinsed my hands, and wiped them dry before reaching down the bottle of eighteen-year-old Macallan from the very top shelf of the bar. The wine-tasting crowd had branched out into whiskies lately: single-malt Irish and Scotch, small batch bourbons, crystal tulip glasses and flavor wheels with terms like vanilla and oak, how the Irish peat tasted different from the Scottish dung. I drank the most expensive Scotch because it was a way to convince myself I drank for flavor and not for effect. Sometimes.

I poured myself a generous glass, no ice, and stuck my nose into the glass, wondering what it would be like to be addicted to something benign. Chocolate chip cookies. Making money.

“You going to drink that or fuck it?” Burton said.

I set the glass down without tasting and laid my hands flat on the shiny black bar. The whites of his eyes were webbed with glowing capillaries and his morning shave had been careless.

“You look like you might care for a pop yourself,” I said.

His eyes widened just a fraction, as if he wanted to accept.

“Tell me about your Mr. McGuire.”

“Not mine.” I crossed my arms and tried to remember what Cy Nance had told me when we set the gig up. “Lived in a three-decker in Mattapan, played guitar in a bunch of jazz and pop bands in the city. Blind as justice and twice as hard to please.”

I was proud of the line. Burton frowned and wrote “Mattapan” in his notebook.

A flash sparked up on the stage, startling me. A dozen or more people wandered around doing various jobs, more than I saw in the Esposito most weeknights. I wondered if this was going to keep me from opening up—I was on too short a financial leash to lose a night, even a Tuesday.

“Friends or enemies? Lovers?”

Burton arched his neck back and forth like it was stiff.

“He only played here two or three times,” I said. “We weren’t exactly drinking buddies.”

“You have his Social?”

“For what? I pay the band in cash. It’s not my job collecting taxes.”

“A bar owner who doesn’t cheat the IRS?” Burton’s tone was light but not joking. “I should shut you down on suspicion of being honest.”

He was jerking my chain but I couldn’t keep from reacting. If I didn’t have the Esposito, I’d be dead in a year. The idea was that it would teach me how to drink and work and live. Not just drink.

“I send out 1099s at the end of the year,” I said. Or planned to, if the place survived that long.

“So you do have his Social.”

I shook my head.

“All the paperwork goes to the promoter, a guy named Nance.”

The round schoolhouse clock over the kitchen door read half-past twelve, though I ran it ten minutes fast so I didn’t have to argue with people when closing time came. The forensic people, who hadn’t seemed to be hurrying, now slowed to almost nothing, either done with their work or waiting for someone to tell them they could go to lunch.

“Am I going to be able to open up tonight? It looks like you’ve got everything you need.”

Burton’s chest swelled up and his eyes bugged.

“Are we inconveniencing you, Mr. Darrow? Because you aren’t giving me any reason why Mr. McGuire’s body is in your bar. That kind of reluctance makes me wonder what someone is hiding. You want to fuck with me, I’ll declare the whole shithole a crime scene and shut you down for a couple of months.”

I picked up my almost-forgotten glass of Scotch from underneath the bar. Burton’s words sounded more a soliloquy than a threat.

The fact that I could not feel bad about Timmy’s death, though, that made me feel cruel and small. The deepest emotion I could muster was a loose irritation that his dying in the Esposito had complicated my life. Had the whiskey drowned all my compassion, along with everything else?

With a precision that must have betrayed my need, I sipped the drink.

“Sergeant. Detective? Lieutenant?” I said.

Burton stared at me, not giving anything.

Jacquie wasn’t making any noise in the kitchen, which meant she was right inside the pass-through listening. I willed her to stay back there out of sight. Last night’s slap-fight with Timmy would make her a suspect, though I was the only witness. And she hadn’t seemed shocked to hear Timmy was dead.

“McGuire played here maybe three times,” I said. “Never solo. He didn’t eat, drink, or hang out. He went outside to smoke on breaks. He was a mediocre guitar player with the disposition of an unfed Rottweiler and a minor talent with the ladies. That’s pretty much everything I know.”

Burton pulled out a bar stool and sat, as if what I’d said was the prelude to a more complicated conversation.

“So you have no idea why he was killed?”

“I’d have to guess he pissed someone off. One of his strengths.”

“Extreme reaction,” Burton said. “But why here?”

“All I know is that his body wasn’t here when I closed up.”

Though I hadn’t checked the bathrooms and I knew Jacquie hadn’t either.

“Actually, Elder. We’re pretty sure he wasn’t killed here in the bar. In case that was bothering you at all.”

I ignored the sarcasm. I was actually relieved. I took a larger sip of Scotch, an undistractable part of my attention focused on it.

“How do you know that?”

Burton fluttered his pale hands in the air.

“Medical hocus-pocus. No blood under the body. Forensics.”

He said the word like a curse, then looked around at the bar, the stage, the colorful framed posters for the Newport Jazz Festival, as if seeing it all for the first time. He nodded at the black and white photo of Miles sitting on a stool with the trumpet in his lap, looking pensive.

“Hard to believe he’s gone, isn’t it? How long you been in here now?”

So Burton was a cop who liked jazz. It didn’t prove he was someone I wanted to know better.

“Three, four months.”

“It’s always been a shithole,” he said. “Fights. Drug deals. Worse.”

“Till now. I’m getting it cleaned up. Talk to the precinct cops.”

“Oh. I will. You think this will hurt your business?”

I didn’t trust his solicitude.

“You’re going to let me open up tonight, then?”

He raised his eyebrows.

“That was a serious question?” I said. “It’ll bring in a few ghoulies, when the word gets out. But most of the people in this neighborhood don’t read the papers. And I’m a businessman. Their money’s good, too.”

“Seriously, though. No ideas? No theories?”

The thing last night with those two mouthy assholes was standard bar bullshit. I might be on thin ice not telling him about Jacquie’s argument with Timmy but I needed to talk to her first, give her a chance to get her story straight. After we closed, she and I stopped at the Blue Orb for a drink, the first invitation she’d said yes to in months. We hadn’t been there more than half an hour but I doubted she’d gone out and killed Timmy after I dropped her home.

“Not a one,” I said. “And don’t get the wrong idea from the ghoulie crack. I’d just as soon this go away.”

Burton shut his notebook and stood up. I sipped my drink, suspecting he wasn’t done yet.

“Mr. Darrow,” he said. “Your Mr. McGuire wasn’t a minister. But minister or sinner, no one takes another person’s life in my world. I’m speaking for the man now. So I will be back to see you.”

He slid a card with an ornate blue and yellow seal across the polished bar. I wondered if he delivered the same speech at every crime scene. And had I imagined his glance at my drink as desire?

“In the meantime,” he said. “Whatever pops into your head on the topic. You call me. Yes?”

I tucked the card into the frame of the bar mirror, right next to the reflection of the Jameson bottle.

“So I can open up tonight?”

Burton turned and with a gesture led a general exodus up the Esposito’s stairs, leaving me to wonder if that constituted consent. One thing I was already sure of was that I didn’t want to be on the homicide cop’s bad side. Always assuming I wasn’t already.
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(The night before)
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One of the clowns at the two-top next to the stage high-fived the other, laughing like a loon. The glasses and the half-empty bottle of Cabernet swayed dangerously on their table.

“Orange Blossom Special!” he yelled.

The band up on the Esposito’s tiny triangular stand was a standard jazz trio: piano, guitar, and drums. Not really bluegrass-enabled at all.

I was wondering how the two of them would feel about being eighty-sixed from a bar they probably felt they were slumming in. They’d wandered downstairs from the street an hour ago, overdressed for a weekend night at this end of town, let alone a Monday. The gabardine suits—khaki on the mouthy one, mushroom green on the other—bore a dull expensive sheen. Both of the boys were well-accessorized with ties and pocket hankies and big watches. They probably shared a personal shopper at Louis.

All I cared about was keeping the peace. I was working as hard as I could to turn this former bucket of blood bar into a respectable place, a club where you could sit and nurse a cocktail, listen to some music. Hecklers, even well-heeled ones, I didn’t need.

“Play that Orange Blossom Special!”

On the plus side, they were guzzling their second bottle of sixty-dollar wine that my liquor salesman, reading my aspirations, had conned me into buying. And if I hustled out everyone who acted like an asshole, there’d be nights I was here by myself. The band wasn’t so great that bluegrass might not be a better option.

They finished up How Insensitive more or less on the same note and as that faded away, the guitar player mumbled something off-mike into the dark behind the stage, probably a response to the commentary from the floor. I hoped Timmy wouldn’t blow. The piano player, an old friend named Cyrus Nance, had warned me that while McGuire had decent guitar chops, he was bereft of impulse control. He was the type to jump down off the stage and take both of the hecklers on, even though he was blind as a mole.

Now that I looked, the one with the yap was actually around forty, a little over the age limit for heckling in bars. He was thick as a barrel and squat, probably no taller than five eight in his thick-soled Allen Edmonds. The thousand-dollar suit fit like he’d bought it off the sale rack at Robert Hall. His shirt tail stuck out through the back vent of his jacket and one corner of his shirt collar flapped over the lapel. His forehead shone under receding curly black hair. He looked as unhealthy as he did uncomfortable.

“God,” Jacquie said, sliding up the bar next to me. “All that yelling, I thought we were having another ratfuck.”

Trust Ms. Robillard to focus on the only trouble of any kind we’d had in the Esposito in weeks. The last had been a Sunday night scuffle between a house painter and a half-cocked gas company guy over which actress played Ginger on Gilligan’s Island. I was pretty sure it wasn’t Linda Evans but I’d been too busy keeping them from busting up the furniture to weigh in with my answer.

Up until then, I thought I’d done a decent job transforming the Esposito. Tonight, I wasn’t so sure we weren’t backsliding.

“They’ll settle down,” I said with more confidence than I felt.

Her breast pressed against my upper arm but it was reflexive, not a deliberate provocation.

I didn’t love her, didn’t get that heavy sand feeling in my gut when she wasn’t around, didn’t feel, back when I could get under the covers with her, like I wanted to stay there until we both passed out. To myself, I called it being in lust—I had no idea what she was calling it. It might have been more if she gave me any encouragement. I liked her spark, her sarcastic nature, her good-time way of looking at the world. Now that she worked for me, she wasn’t letting me anywhere near her. But her idea had probably saved my life.

It was my own random drunken comment that started it, one night last summer in a jazz club over in Inman Square, gone now. Jackie and I had been partying together for four or five days—even now, I couldn’t remember how we’d gotten together—and I was deep into my evening’s ration of Scotch, not drunk exactly, but as seriously lubricated as I ever got in one night. We were sitting at the bar. I was complaining about the lousy piano player, the cheap whiskey, the smell of disinfectant leaking in from the restrooms.

She sat beside me in a leather captain’s chair, picking at a plastic stir stick with her long red talons.

“God, Elder Darrow, I have never met a man who bitched as much as you do. You have a goddamned trust fund. Why don’t you go buy yourself a bar and do everything the way you want it?”

I wondered where she’d heard about the trust that I didn’t have any more. That is, I’d had one but drunk it dry in the fifteen years since I had de-matriculated from Harvard. All that was left, in fact, was the money my mother left me, her only son, when she collided with a natural gas tanker in a freak spring snowstorm on Interstate 89. No one knew what the hell she was doing in Vermont. It was enough money to fund a year’s worth of hard drinking, but with an odd clarity that had nothing to do with the amount of Scotch I had on board, I heard Jacquie’s challenge. To my surprise, I liked the idea.

“Sure,” I said. “And then you can come and work for me.”

She was too conscious of her dress, her hair, her nails, for me to believe she wanted a job but she nodded anyway.

“I know how to cook, you know. And Hal’s going to be on the road all winter.”

Hal was Jacquie’s nominal husband, whose existence didn’t put any brakes on her good-time train. In the three months the bar had been open, he hadn’t called her once.

“You might have half an idea there.” I’d signaled the bartender for a refill. Maybe if I owned a bar, my drinking would be tax-deductible—call it R&D. “Let’s have another drink and talk about it.”

My mother’s money covered the down payment and for the first two months, the cash flow only flirted with expenses. But the cleaned-up version of the Esposito was turning a corner. I expected a profit this week and, better yet, my drinking was down by a half.

The trio stumbled on its way into Straight, No Chaser, then straightened themselves out. I winced on Thelonious’s behalf.

The mouthy one half-stood, held up the empty wine bottle to the light, and made a mock-panicked face. I started around the end of the bar, hoping he was ordering another bottle of that fancy Cabernet. One more bottle would pay the band.

“Let me go see what they want,” Jacquie said. “I know the dark one. Maybe I can get him to quiet down.”

The offer surprised me. She’d been adamant about not wanting to wait tables or tend bar when she came to work. She didn’t explain but told me she and Hal had left New Orleans the year before and implied they were running away from something. If she were hiding, though, she wasn’t going to be much more trouble to find in the kitchen than behind the bar. It was more likely she considered cooking a higher-caste occupation than waiting tables. Which would matter to her.

She kicked the white apron out in front of her as she threaded her way to the two bozos’ table. I’d pushed the tables up close to the stage together, trying to make the room feel more intimate. Half of them were occupied, which seemed like a decent turnout for a band that was only going to cost me a hundred bucks.

Jacquie pulled out a chair next to the quieter of the two, slim in his green suit and with his dark hair cropped very short. His wine glass was full and his attention stayed on the stage, even when she spoke to him. I saw her pout.

Khaki-suit shoved the empty bottle at her and snapped something. She stood up and headed back toward the bar, putting a little extra in the walk in case someone was watching.

“They’re brothers, believe it or not. Myron and Ted. Ted’s the asshole.” She tossed the empty in the trash can, making a boom that made the drummer frown. “And they would like another bottle, please, this one chilled to fifty-five degrees. Ted promised to behave.”

“Which one said please?” I said.

I grabbed another bottle of the red wine and plunged it in a tub of ice and beer, twirled it several times.

“They running a tab?”

Early on, I’d had a lot of trouble with people ordering top-shelf drinks and trying to stiff me.

She flashed two one-hundred dollar bills and rang them up. Touching the cash register was something else that wasn’t in her job description.

“Sure they’re not counterfeit?”

“You want me to bite them and check?”

She grabbed the uncorked bottle, fresh glasses, and retraced her route to the table. After she’d poured the wine for him, Ted reached up and tried to stuff a bill into the breast pocket of her apron.

Jacquie swiveled away and plucked the tip with two fingers, a pretty slick move for someone who didn’t wait tables. As she walked past me back into the kitchen, she flashed the bill. A fifty.

“But he’s still an asshole. Myron’s all right, though.”

“We share tips here,” I said. “Don’t we?”

“I don’t wait on tables.” She disappeared into the kitchen.

I wiped down the bar, wishing I could afford better musicians. The sooner I could, the sooner I could upgrade the Esposito’s clientele further. The bar was on the edge of respectable but not quite there. And these guys—individually they played well enough but as a combo, they didn’t jell.

Cy called a break at the end of the tune, practically ran off the stage, up the stairs, and out the street door. The applause was perfunctory and polite. I hoped he wasn’t abandoning ship.

Timmy McGuire fumbled the Stratocaster into a stand, then pushed the lank blond hair back behind his ears with both hands. His eyes glowed like quartz under the stage lights.

Ted raised himself halfway out of his chair, gripping the wineglass stem like it was a beer bottle, and hollered something I couldn’t hear toward the stage.

Timmy whirled and pointed at him. His mike was still on.

“Out of my face, piggy boy. Or I will make you squeal.”

I sighed and started around the end of the bar. I was sure I could make it to the stage before they got into it but even the yelling wasn’t something I wanted to have in my bar.

Close to the table, I saw Ted mouth the word “asshole” toward the stage. Timmy raised his face like a cat sniffing the air, pulled a stainless-steel gravity knife out of his pocket, and opened it with a one-handed flick.

Distaste twisting his narrow face, Myron pulled Ted down into the chair by the sleeve of his suit coat. I stopped where I was.

Timmy smiled into the silence as if he’d seen what happened, then folded the knife and slipped it into the pocket of his pleated beige pants. As everyone realized nothing exciting was going to happen, the conversations came back to life.

I stepped back behind the bar, slipped a Jaco Pastorius disc into the sound system, turned up the lights a notch, and tried to control my breathing. I poured myself a small glass of Macallan Cask Strength, strictly medicinal.

In the lull toward the end of the break, I was leaning against the back bar and wondering if Jacquie might start sleeping with me again if I took her somewhere fancy, the Four Seasons or the Ritz. It had been a long time since I’d wanted to impress anyone. I didn’t realize she was missing from the kitchen until a woman in a blue dress at the bar ordered a chef salad.

I ripped the order slip off the pad, carried it into the kitchen, and clipped it to the stainless-steel carousel over the sandwich bar. Then I smelled smoke—tobacco—and walked down the long hall toward the fire door. She left it open sometimes when the kitchen got too hot.

The drummer, a jockey-sized man with very long arms, stared out in the dark alley, smoking a little cigar.

“You see Jacquie?”

“The bimbo?” He shook his head.

I swallowed my anger. I wasn’t so hung up I had to defend her.

I followed the hallway down toward my office and as I passed the walk-in, voices rumbled through the insulated wall. I yanked the heavy aluminum handle and pulled the door open, sucking out a cloud of freezing vapor and pot smoke. I coughed.

The air cleared enough for me to see Jacquie wind up and slap Timmy McGuire hard across the face. His head rocked backward, the lank hair fell over his ears, and he stumbled back against the wall of the walk-in, leaving handprints in the frost when he caught himself.

Did a blow hurt more if you didn’t see it coming? I didn’t have much sympathy for Timmy. Whatever he’d said or done, he’d probably deserved it.

“You filthy diseased little prick.” She sputtered in his face. “When did you think you were going to get around to telling me? Or was I supposed to find out the next time I went to give blood? I knew you were an asshole, McGuire, but Jesus Christ . . .”

Timmy mumbled as if his lips hurt. Good thing he wasn’t a trumpet player, the way she’d tuned him up. The only word he said that I could make out was “reputation.”

The whites of Jacquie’s eyes were red-lined, partly from fury and partly from what they’d been smoking. Her small fists clenched as if she were thinking about taking a couple more swings at him. The veins in her neck pulsed and the crepey skin there made her look a decade older than she admitted to. Neither of them registered the fact I was standing there.

“Reputation? I’ll fix your fucking reputation!”

Timmy raised his hands.

“Just shut your mouth, bitch. All right? Prob’ly a clerical mistake. Come on over here and give us a hug.”

He opened his arms but Jacquie ducked away under my arm and trotted up the hall toward the kitchen.

McGuire tried to follow but I set my hands flat on his skinny chest and shoved him back against a stack of frozen French fry boxes. His eyes were blank as clouds.

“What the fuck you doing in my walk-in? This look like party central to you?”

His surprise defrosted into a cocky smile.

“Mr. Boss-man. We doing all the usual things. Maybe some of those lovely things you wish the young lady would do for you, yeah?”

I thought about breaking his fingers but willed myself calm, unwilling to believe my motives were that transparent, even to a blind man. McGuire was striking out from the dark, looking for a way to inflict pain.

“She doesn’t need your bullshit, man.”

“She loves my bullshit,” McGuire said. “Which is more than we can say about yours.”

It was the first time we’d traded words but it was absolutely clear why people avoided the man.

“You’re working a little too hard, Tim. Don’t worry. No one’s going to steal your asshole crown.”

The blind man flinched and I was ashamed. But only for an instant.

“Just cut the bitch a break. She’s had some, uh, distressing news.”

He unzipped his pleated slacks and tucked his shirt tails in, smoothed them down, and cinched the black belt tight. The knife outlined itself in his pocket.

Had she been sleeping with him and he dumped her? That wouldn’t bother me so much. But what was the crack about giving blood?

“No one comes back here without my permission,” I said. “I don’t care if you’re Larry fucking Coryell. Which you are not, by the way.”

Timmy hacked a laugh.

“Coryell? You think that bitch can play?”

He pushed his way past me and patted his way down the corridor.

I slammed the cooler door and watched him turn the corner into the bar. It had been too much work cleaning up this place to have people doing drugs and screwing around in the back. Especially my employees.

I wished I didn’t like Jacquie so much. It would make it that much harder to fire her, but I would if I had to. Everything I had in the world—material and personal—was tied up in the Esposito and I wasn’t going to piss it away.

She stood at the counter assembling the chef’s salad as I walked past. I hoped she’d washed her hands. She didn’t look up but I felt her watch my back as I walked out into the bar. She would not believe I’d fire her until it actually happened, so talking to her wouldn’t change a thing. Any luck at all, I thought, it wouldn’t come to that.

Timmy climbed up on the stage for the next set, making a big deal out of feeling his way. Cy and the drummer were already in place. I leaned against the back bar and surveyed the domain, ready for almost anything but what happened.
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As the street door sighed shut behind the last of the technicians, Jacquie walked out of the kitchen and came to stand next to me behind the bar, not touching me. The hollow hungry feeling she engendered in me returned. When she agreed to have a drink with me last night, I thought she might be softening her stance against being with me.

She wiped her hands on a bar towel and raised a plucked eyebrow.

“Cops didn’t want to talk to me about last night?”

Typical. She was miffed because she’d missed out on the excitement. Or been ignored.

“If you’d really like to be part of a murder investigation,” I said. “I could tell Burton about your fight with Timmy in the walk-in. I thought you could use the time to get your story figured out before you talked to him.”

She took a deep breath and under her apron, the white turtleneck stretched tight. Wisps of her chestnut hair straggled out from under the hairnet as she shook her head.

“Who’s Burton?”

“The cop. You want to tell me what last night was all about? Didn’t look like a very friendly discussion.”

She pressed her dark red lips together, stepped down the bar, and filled a glass with ginger ale.

“You’re going to start protecting me now?” She drank and set the glass down carefully on the bar. “I’ve always taken care of myself, Elder. I don’t care if it’s some mush-mouthed asshole or Timmy McGuire. I don’t need you to stand up for me.”

Funny she should mention our heckler—I realized I hadn’t said anything about him to Burton and Burton would see that as an omission. I wanted to sink the last inch of my Scotch but that would let her know she was irritating me.

She crunched ice in her teeth and looked at me steadily.

“Me and Timmy were just teasing each other,” she said. “Funnin’. I’ve known him ever since I moved to Boston, before I met you.”

It pissed me off that she would think I’d swallow that lie. From the way she was dancing, she had to have been sleeping with McGuire.

“Looked pretty serious to me, that roundhouse right hand.”

She shrugged.

“Didn’t mean a thing. And let me know if that cop comes back. I’m surprised no one thought I had anything to contribute.”

“Don’t feel left out. He will be back.”

“You don’t think I need an alibi?” She trilled the word and batted her long black lashes. “You and I went out for a drink after work and then I went home. Alone, unfortunately.”

As if she’d encouraged me to think there might be another option.

“You borrowed my keys,” I said.

“Five minutes. I told you I left my cigarettes in the kitchen.”

I stared at her. She flinched and then teed off.

“You were waiting right there in your goddamned car. You think I had time to stab anyone and drag them inside?”

Then how had she known Timmy wasn’t stabbed inside the bar?

“You could have left the door unlocked,” I said.

“You know I didn’t do that. I wouldn’t put your precious bar at risk.”

I believed the first sentence anyway. The front door to the Esposito had been locked when I got here this morning, the back exit still dead-bolted from the inside.

She leaned in the kitchen doorway smiling, which put my guard up. The only time she flirted with me any more was when she wanted something I hadn’t thought to offer her.

“If it does happen to come up, though.” She dumped the rest of her glass in the sink, where the ice thundered. “You could keep me from being involved at all. You could tell them we spent the night together.”

I poured more Scotch into my glass to hide my surprise. It was one thing to stall Burton, another to actually lie. I wasn’t that stupid or smitten. But was she trying to tell me she’d killed Timmy McGuire?

“You had something to do with this,” I said.

“Absolutely not.” She moved closer and I smelled the citrus in her hair. “A couple of things happened when Hal and I were down south, things I’d rather not become common knowledge here. I moved to Boston to eliminate the stress from
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