

ONE

DANNY RYAN WATCHES THE WOMAN come out of the water like a vision emerging from his dreams of the sea.

Except she’s real and she’s going to be trouble.

Women that beautiful usually are.

Danny knows that; what he doesn’t know is just how much trouble she’s really going to be. If he knew that, knew everything that was going to happen, he might have walked into the water and held her head under until she stopped moving.

But he doesn’t know that.

So, the bright sun striking his face, Danny sits on the sand out in front of Pasco’s beach house and checks her out from behind the cover of his sunglasses. Blond hair, deep blue eyes, and a body that the black bikini does more to accentuate than conceal. Her stomach is taut and flat, her legs muscled and sleek. You don’t see her fifteen years from now with wide hips and a big ass from the potatoes and the Sunday gravy.

The woman comes out of the water, her skin glistening with sunshine and salt.

Terri Ryan digs an elbow into her husband’s ribs.

“What?” Danny asks, all mock-innocent.

“I see you checking her out,” Terri says.

They’re all checking her out—him, Pat and Jimmy, and the wives, too—Sheila, Angie, and Terri.

“Can’t say I blame you,” Terri says. “That rack.”

“Nice talk,” Danny says.

“Yeah, with what you’re thinking?” Terri asks.

“I ain’t thinking nothing.”

“I got your nothing for you right here,” Terri says, moving her right hand up and down. She sits up on her towel to get a better view of the woman. “If I had boobs like that, I’d wear a bikini, too.”

Terri’s wearing a one-piece black number. Danny thinks she looks good in it.

“I like your boobs,” Danny says.

“Good answer.”

Danny watches the beautiful woman as she picks up a towel and dries herself off. She must put in a lot of time at the gym, he thinks. Takes care of herself. He bets she works in sales. Something pricey—luxury cars, or maybe real estate, or investments. What guy is going to say no to her, try to bargain her down, look cheap in front of her? Isn’t going to happen.

Danny watches her walk away.

Like a dream you wake up from and you don’t want to wake up, it’s such a good dream.

Not that he got much sleep last night, and now he’s tired. They hit a truckload of Armani suits, him and Pat and Jimmy MacNeese, way the hell up in western Mass. Piece of cake, an inside job Peter Moretti set them up with. The driver was clued in, everyone did the dance so no one got hurt, but still it was a long drive and they got back to the shore just as the sun was coming up.

“That’s okay,” Terri says, lying back on her towel. “You let her get you all hot and bothered for me.”

Terri knows her husband loves her, and anyway, Danny Ryan is faithful like a dog. He don’t have it in him to cheat. She don’t mind he looks at other women as long as he brings it home to her. A lot of married guys, they need some strange every once in a while, but Danny don’t.

Even if he did, he’d feel too guilty.

They’ve even joked about it. “You’d confess to the priest,” Terri said, “you’d confess to me, you’d probably take an ad out in the paper to confess.”

She’s right, Danny thinks as he reaches over and strokes Terri’s thigh with the back of his index finger, signaling that she’s right about something else, that he is hot and bothered, that it’s time to go back to the cottage. Terri brushes his hand away, but not too hard. She’s horny, too, feeling the sun, the warm sand on her skin, and the sexual energy brought by the new woman.

It’s in the air, they both feel it.

Something else, too.

Restlessness? Danny wonders. Discontent?

Like this sexy woman comes out of the sea and suddenly they’re not quite satisfied with their lives.

I’m not, Danny thinks.

Every August they come down from Dogtown to Goshen Beach because that’s what their fathers did and they don’t know to do anything else. Danny and Terri, Jimmy and Angie Mac, Pat and Sheila Murphy, Liam Murphy with his girl of the moment. They rent the little cottages across the road from the beach, so close to each other you can hear your neighbor sneeze, or lean out the window to borrow something for the kitchen. But that’s what makes it fun, the closeness.

None of them would know what to do with solitude. They grew up in the same Providence neighborhood their parents did, went to school there, are still there, see each other almost every day and go down to Goshen on vacation together.

“Dogtown by the Sea,” they call it.

Danny always thinks the ocean should be to the east, but knows that the beach actually faces south and runs in a gentle arc west about a mile to Mashanuck Point, where some larger houses perch precariously on a low bluff above the rocks. To the south, fourteen miles out in the open ocean, sits Block Island, visible on most clear days. During the summer season, ferries run all day and into the night from the docks at Gilead, the fishing village just across the channel.

Danny, he used to go out to Block Island all the time, not on the ferry, but back before he was married when he was working the fishing boats. Sometimes, if Dick Sousa was in a good mood, they’d pull into New Harbor and grab a beer before making the run home.

Those were good days, going after the swordfish with Dick, and Danny misses them. Misses the little cottage he rented behind Aunt Betty’s Clam Shack, even though it was drafty and colder than shit in the winter. Misses walking down to the bar at the Harbor Inn to have a drink with the fishermen and listen to their stories, learn their wisdom. Misses the physical work that made him feel strong and clean. He was nineteen and strong and clean and now he ain’t none of those things; a layer of fat has grown around his middle and he ain’t sure he could throw a harpoon or haul in a net.

You look at Danny now, in his late twenties, his broad shoulders make him appear a little shorter than his six feet, and his thick brown hair, tinged with red, gives him a low forehead that makes him look a little less smart than he really is.

Danny sits on the sand and looks at the water with a yearning. The most he does now is go in and have a swim or bodysurf if there are any waves, which is unusual in August unless there’s a hurricane brewing.

Danny misses the ocean when he’s not here.

It gets in your blood, like you got salt water running through you. The fishermen Danny knows love the sea and hate it, say it’s like a cruel woman who hurts you over and over again but you keep going back to her anyway.

Sometimes he thinks maybe he should go back to fishing, but there’s no money in it. Not anymore, with all the government regulations and the Japanese and Russian factory ships sitting thirteen miles off the coast and taking up all the cod and the tuna and the flounder and the government don’t do shit about them, just keeps its thumb on the local guy.

Because it can.

So now Danny just comes down from Providence in August with the rest of the gang.

Mornings they get up late, eat breakfast in their cottages, then cross the road and spend the day gathered on the beach in front of Pasco’s place, one of about a dozen clapboard houses set on concrete pylons near the breakwater on the east end of Goshen Beach.

They set up beach chairs, or just lie on towels, and the women sip wine coolers and read magazines and chat while the men drink beer or throw in a fishing line. There’s always a nice little crowd there, Pasco and his wife and kids and grandkids, and the whole Moretti crew—Peter and Paul Moretti, Sal Antonucci, Tony Romano, Chris Palumbo and wives and kids.

Always a lot of people dropping by, coming in and out, having a good time.

Rainy days they sit in the cottages and do jigsaw puzzles, play cards, take naps, shoot the shit, listen to the Sox broadcasters jaw their way through the rain delay. Or maybe drive into the main town two miles inland and see a movie or get an ice cream or pick up some groceries.

Nights, they barbecue on the strips of lawn between the cottages, usually pooling their resources, grill hamburgs and hot dogs. Or maybe during the day one of the guys walks over to the docks to see what’s fresh and that night they grill tuna or bluefish or boil some lobsters.

Other nights they walk down to Dave’s Dock, sit at a table out on the big deck that overlooks Gilead, across the narrow bay. Dave’s doesn’t have a liquor license, so they bring their own bottles of wine and beer, and Danny loves sitting out there watching the fishing boats, the lobstermen, or the Block Island Ferry come in as he eats chowder and fish-and-chips and greasy clam cakes. It’s pretty and peaceful out there as the sun softens and the water glows in the dusk.

Some nights they just walk home after dinner, gather in each other’s cottages for more cards and conversations; other times maybe they drive over to Mashanuck Point, where there’s a bar, the Spindrift. Sit and have a few drinks and listen to some local bar band, maybe dance a little, maybe not. But usually the whole gang ends up there and it’s always a lot of laughs until closing time.

If they feel more ambitious, they pile into cars and drive over to Gilead—fifty yards by water but fourteen miles by road—where there are some larger bars that almost pass for clubs and where the Morettis don’t expect and never receive a drink bill. Then they go home to their cottages and Danny and Terri either pass out or mess around and then pass out, and wake up late and do it all over again.

“I need some more losh,” Terri says now, handing him the tube.

Danny sits up, squeezes a glob of the suntan lotion onto his hands, and starts to work it onto her freckled shoulders. Terri burns easy with that Irish skin. Black hair, violet eyes, and skin like a porcelain teacup.

The Ryans are darker-skinned, and Danny’s old man, Marty, says that’s because they got Spanish blood in them. “From when that armada sank back there. Some of them Spanish sailors made it to shore and did the deed.”

They’re all black Irish, anyway, northerners like most of the micks who landed in Providence. Hard men from the stony soil and constant defeat of Donegal. Except, Danny thinks, the Murphys are doing pretty good for themselves now. Then he feels guilty thinking that, because Pat Murphy’s been his best friend since they were in diapers, not to mention now they’re brothers-in-law.

Sheila Murphy lifts her arms, yawns and says, “I’m going to go back, take a shower, do my nails, girly stuff.” She gets up from her blanket and brushes the sand off her legs. Angie gets up, too. Like Pat is the leader of the men, Sheila is the boss of the wives. They take their cues from her.

She looks down at Pat and asks, “You coming?”

Danny looks at Pat and they both smile—the couples are all going back to have sex and no one’s even being subtle about it. The cottages are going to be busy places this afternoon.

Danny’s sad that summer is coming to an end. He always is. The end of summer means the end of the long slow days, the lingering sunsets, the rented beach cottages, the beers, the fun, the laughs, the clambakes.

It’s back to Providence, back to the docks, back to work.

Home to their little apartment on the top floor of a gabled three-decker in the city, one of the thousands of old tenement buildings that went up all over New England in the height of the mill and factory days, when they were needed to provide cheap housing for the Italian, Jewish, and Irish workers. The mills and factories are mostly gone, but the three-story houses survive and still have a little of the lower-class reputation about them.

Danny and Terri have a small living room, a kitchen, a bathroom, and a bedroom with a small porch out the back and windows on every side, which is nice. It ain’t much—Danny hopes to buy them a real house someday—but it’s enough for now and it ain’t so bad. Mrs. Costigan on the floor below is a quiet old lady and the owner, Mr. Riley, lives on the ground floor, so he keeps everything pretty shipshape.

Still and all, Danny thinks about getting out of there, maybe out of Providence altogether.

“Maybe we should move someplace where it’s summer all the time,” he said to Terri just the night before.

“Like where?” she asked.

“California, maybe.”

She laughed at him. “California? We got no family in California.”

“I got a second cousin or something in San Diego.”

“That’s not really family,” Terri says.

Yeah, maybe that’s the point, Danny thinks now. Maybe it would be good to go somewhere they don’t have all those obligations—the birthday parties, the first communions, the mandatory Sunday dinners. But he knows it won’t happen—Terri is too attached to her large family, and his old man needs him.

Nobody ever leaves Dogtown.

Or if they do, they come back.

Danny did.

Now he wants to go back to the cottage.

He wants to get laid and then he wants a nap.

Danny could use a little sleep, feel fresh for Pasco Ferri’s clambake.




TWO

TERRI’S IN NO MOOD FOR preliminaries.

She walks into the little bedroom, closes the drapes and pulls the bedspread down. Then she peels off her bathing suit and lets it drop on the floor. Usually she showers when she gets back from the beach so she don’t get sand and salt in the bed. Usually makes Danny do the same—but now she don’t care. She digs her thumbs into the waistband of his swimming trunks, smiles and says, “Yeah, you’re worked up from that bitch on the beach.”

“You too.”

“Maybe I’m bi,” she teases. “Oh, feel you when I said that.”

“Feel you.”

“I want you in me.”

Terri comes quickly—she usually does. She used to be embarrassed by it, thought it made her a whore, but later, when she talked to Sheila and Angie, they told her how lucky she was. Now she jacks her hips, works hard to make him come, and says, “Don’t think about her.”

“I’m not. I won’t.”

“Tell me when you’re going to.”

It’s a ritual—every time since they first did it she wants to know when he’s about to come, and now when he feels it building he tells her and she asks, as she always does, “Is it good? Is it good?”

“So good.”

She holds him tight until his thrusting stops, then leaves her hands on his back, and Danny feels when her body gets sleepy and heavy, and he rolls off. He sleeps for just a few minutes and then wakes up and lies beside her.

He loves her like life.

And not, like some people think, because she’s John Murphy’s daughter.

John Murphy is an Irish king, like the O’Neills in the old country. Holds court in the back room of the Glocca Morra pub like it’s Tara. He’s been the boss of Dogtown since Danny’s dad, Marty, fell into the bottom of the bottle and the Murphy family took over from the Ryans.

Yeah, Danny thinks, I could have been Pat or Liam, except I’m not.

Instead of being a prince, Danny is some kind of minor duke or something. He always gets picked in the shape-ups without having to pay off the dock bosses, and Pat sees that other kind of work comes his way from time to time.

Longshoremen borrow from the Murphys to pay off the bosses and can’t catch up, or they put the paycheck on a basketball game that goes the wrong way. Then Danny, who’s “a strapping lad,” in the words of John Murphy, pays them a visit. He tries to do it at the bar or on the street so as not to embarrass them in front of their families, upset their wives, scare their kids, but there are times when he has to go to their homes, and Danny hates that.

Usually a word to the
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PROLOGUE: DAYBREAK

Anza Borrego Desert, California

1992

At last the day was breaking, the morning star on the rise …

Virgil

The Aeneid

DANNY SHOULD HAVE KILLED THEM all.

He knows that now.

Should have known it then—you rip forty million in cash from people in an armed robbery, you shouldn’t leave them alive to come after you.

You should take their money and their lives. 

But that ain’t Danny Ryan.

It’s always been his problem—he still believes in God. Heaven and hell and all that happy crap. He’s pushed the button on a few guys, but it was always a him-or-them situation.

The robbery wasn’t. Danny had them all zip-tied, flat on the floor or the ground, helpless, and his guys wanted to put bullets in the backs of their heads.

Execution-style, like they say.

“They’d do it to us,” Kevin Coombs said to him. 

Yeah, they would, Danny thought.

Popeye Abbarca was notorious for killing not only the people who rip him off, but their entire families, too. Popeye’s head guy had even told Danny that. Looked up from the floor, smiled, and said, “You and all your families. Muerte. And not fast, either.”

We came for the money, not a massacre, Danny thought. Tens of millions of dollars in cash to start new lives, not keep reliving the old ones.

The killing had to stop.

So he took their money and left them their lives. 

Now he knows it was a mistake.

He’s on his knees with a gun to his head. The others are tied, bound wrist and ankle, stretched on poles, looking down at him with pleading, terrified eyes.

The desert air is cold at dawn and Danny shivers as he kneels in the sand with the sun coming up and the moon a fading memory. A dream. Maybe that’s all life is, Danny thinks, a dream.

Or a nightmare.

Because even in dreams, Danny thinks, you pay for your sins. 

An acrid smell pierces the crisp, fresh air.

Gasoline.

Then Danny hears, “You watch while we burn them alive. Then you.”

So this is how I die, he thinks. 

The dream fades.

The long night is over. 

The day is breaking.




PART ONE

In Some Neglected Land

… exiles now, searching earth for a home
in some neglected land …

Virgil

The Aeneid




ONE

THEY LEAVE A LITTLE AFTER dawn.

A cold northeast wind—is there any other kind? Danny thinks—blows off the ocean like it’s giving them the bum’s rush. He and his family—or what’s left of it—his crew in cars behind him, spread out so they don’t look like the refugee convoy they are.

Danny’s old man, Marty, is singing—


Farewell to Princes’ landing stage, River Mersey fare thee well I am bound for California …



Danny Ryan’s not sure where they’re going, just that they have to get the hell out of Rhode Island.


It’s not the leaving of Liverpool that grieves me …



It’s not Liverpool they’re leaving, it’s freakin’ Providence. They have to put a lot of miles between them and the Moretti crime family, the city cops, the state troopers, the feds … just about everybody.

What happens when you lose a war. 

Danny’s not grieving, either.

Even though his wife, Terri, died just hours ago now—the cancer took her like a slow-moving but relentless storm—Danny doesn’t have the time for heartbreak, not with a two-year-old child asleep in the back seat.


but, my darling when I think of thee …



There’ll be a mass, Danny thinks, there’ll be a funeral and a wake, but I won’t be there for any of it. If the cops or the feds didn’t get me, the Morettis would, and then Ian would be an orphan.

The boy sleeps through his grandfather’s caterwauling. I dunno, Danny thinks, maybe the old Irish song is a lullaby.

Danny’s in no hurry for him to wake up.

How am I going to tell him that he isn’t going to see his mommy anymore, that “she’s with God”?

If you believe that stuff.

Danny’s not sure he does anymore.

If there is a God, he thinks, he’s a cruel, vengeful prick who made my wife and my little boy pay for the things I did. I thought Jesus died for my sins, that’s what the nuns said anyway.

Maybe my sins just maxed out Christ’s credit card.

You’ve robbed, Danny thinks, you’ve beaten people. You’ve killed three men. Left the last one dead on a frozen beach just an hour or so ago. He tried to kill you first, though. Yeah, tell yourself that. The guy is still dead. You still killed him. You have a lot to answer for.

You’re a drug dealer, you were going to put ten kilos of heroin out on the street.

Danny wishes he’d never touched the shit.

I knew better, he thinks now as he drives. You can make all the excuses you want for yourself—you were doing it to survive, for your kid, for a better life, you’d make up for it somehow down the road—but the truth is that you still did it.

Danny knew it was freakin’ wrong, that he was putting evil and suffering out into a world that already had too much of both. Was doing it even as he was watching his wife die of cancer with a tube of the same shit running into her arm.

The money he would have made was blood money.

So minutes before he killed the dirty cop, Danny Ryan threw two million dollars’ worth of heroin into the ocean.

THE WAR HAD started over a woman.

At least that’s how most people tell it: they blame Pam.

Danny was there that day when she walked out of the water onto the beach like a goddess. No one knew this WASP ice maiden was Paulie Moretti’s girlfriend, no one knew he really loved her.

If Liam Murphy knew, he didn’t care.

Then again, Liam never cared about anything but himself. What he thought was that she was a beautiful woman and he was a beautiful man and so they belonged together. He took her like a trophy he’d won just for being him.

And Pam?

Danny never understood what she saw in Liam, or why she stayed with him as long as she did. He’d always liked Pam; she was smart, she was funny, she seemed to care about other people.

Paulie couldn’t get past it—losing Pam, getting cuckolded by some Irish charmer.

Thing of it was, the Irish and Italians had been friends before that. Allies for generations. Danny’s own father, Marty—who’s now thankfully dozed off, snoring instead of singing—was one of the men who put that together. The Irish had the docks, the Italians had the gambling, and they shared the unions. They ran New England together. They were all at the same beach party when Liam made his move on Pam.

Forty years of friendship came apart in one night. 

The Italians beat Liam half to death.

Pam came to the hospital and left with Liam. 

The war was on.

Sure, most people lay it on Pam, Danny thinks, but Peter Moretti had been wanting to make a move on the docks for years, and he used his brother’s embarrassment as an excuse.

Doesn’t matter now, Danny thinks. 

Whatever started the war, it’s over. 

We lost.

The losses were more than the docks, the unions. 

They were personal, too.

Danny wasn’t a Murphy, he’d married into the family that ruled the Irish mob. Even then he was pretty much just a soldier. John Murphy and his two sons, Pat and Liam, ran things.

But now John’s in a federal lockup awaiting heroin charges that will put him away for life.

Liam is dead, shot by the same cop that Danny killed.

And Pat, Danny’s best friend—his brother-in-law but more like his brother—was killed. Run over by a car, his body dragged through the streets, flayed almost beyond recognition.

It broke Danny’s heart. 

And Terri …

She wasn’t killed in the war, Danny thinks. Not directly, anyway, but the cancer started after Pat, her beloved brother, was killed, and sometimes Danny wonders if that was where it began. Like the grief grew from her heart and spread through her chest.

God, Danny loved her.

In a world where most of the guys fucked around, had mistresses or gumars, Danny never cheated. He was as faithful as a golden retriever, and Terri even teased him about it, although she expected nothing less.

She and Danny were there that day Pam showed up, they were lying on the beach together when she came out of the water, her skin glistening from sunshine and salt. Terri saw him looking, gave him a sharp elbow, then they went back to their cottage and made frantic love.

The sex between them—delayed so long because they were Irish Catholics and she was Pat’s sister—was always good. Danny never needed to look outside the marriage, not even when Terri was sick.

Especially not when she was sick.

Her last words to him, before she slipped into the morphine-induced terminal coma—

“Take care of our son.”

“I will.”

“Promise.”

“I promise,” he said. “I swear.”

DRIVING THROUGH NEW HAVEN on Route 95, Danny notices that buildings are decorated with giant wreaths. The lights in the windows are red and green. A giant Christmas tree pokes up from an office plaza.

Christmas, Danny thinks. 

Merry freakin’ Christmas.

He’d forgotten all about it, forgotten Liam’s sick stupid heroin joke about dreaming of a white Christmas. It’s in a few days, right? Danny thinks. The hell difference does it make? Ian’s too young to know or care. Maybe next year … if there is a next year.

So do it now, he thinks.

No point in putting it off, it’s not going to get any better with time. 

He gets off the highway at Bridgeport, follows a street east until it takes him to the ocean. Or Long Island Sound, anyway. He pulls into a dirt parking lot by a little beach.

Within a few minutes, the others pull in behind him.

Danny gets out of the car. He pulls the collar of his pea coat up around his neck, but the sharp winter air feels good.

Jimmy Mac rolls down his window. His friend since they were in freakin’ kindergarten, Jimmy gets a little chubbier with every year, has a body like a laundry bag, but he’s the best wheelman in the business. He asks, “What’s up? Why did you pull off?”

Get it over with, Danny thinks. Just say it, short and sharp. “I dumped the heroin, Jimmy.”

Jimmy’s shock is plain on his bland, friendly face. “The hell, Danny? That was our shot! We risked our lives for that dope!”

And we shouldn’t have, Danny thinks. 

Because it was a setup.

From the get-go.

A Moretti captain named Frankie Vecchio had come to them with the proverbial offer you can’t refuse. He was in charge of a forty-kilo shipment of heroin that Peter Moretti bought from the Mexicans on the come. Frankie thought the Morettis were going to have him whacked, so he came to ask Danny to hijack the shipment.

Danny saw it as a chance to cripple the Morettis and end the war. 

So I went for it, Danny thinks now.

They jacked the forty keys, it was easy.

Too freakin’ easy, that was the problem.

A fed named Phillip Jardine was in bed with the Italians. The whole plan was to have the Murphys hijack the shipment, then bust them. Most of the heroin would find its way back to the Morettis.

It was all a trap to finish off the Irish. 

And it worked.

We fell for it, Danny thinks, hook, line, and sinker.

The Murphys got busted and the Morettis got the dope. 

Except for the ten kilos that Danny had stashed away.

It was their safety net, the getaway money, the funds that would let them go off the radar until things cooled off.

Except now Danny has given it to the ocean, to the sea god. 

Jimmy is just staring at him.

Ned Egan walks up. Marty’s longtime bodyguard, he’s in his fifties now. Built like a fire hydrant but a hell of a lot tougher. You don’t fuck with Ned Egan, you don’t even joke about fucking with him, because Ned Egan has killed more guys than cholesterol.

Marty stays in the car because he isn’t going to get out in the cold. Back in the day, you said the name Marty Ryan, grown men would piss their pants, but that was a lot of days ago. Now he’s an old man, more often drunk than not, half-blind with cataracts.

Two other guys come over.

Sean South couldn’t look more Irish if you stuck a pipe in his mouth and shoved him into a green leprechaun suit. With his brightred hair, freckles, and clean-cut appearance, Sean looks about as dangerous as a day-old kitten, but give him a reason and he’d shoot you in the face and then go out for a burger and a beer.

Kevin Coombs has his hands jammed into the black leather jacket he’s worn since Danny first met him. Long, unkempt brown hair down to his shoulders, three days’ growth of beard, Kevin looks like the stereotypical East Coast punk. Add his boozing to that and you have the whole Irish Catholic−alcoholic combo plate. But if you need some serious work done, Kevin is your man.

Collectively, Sean and Kevin are known as “the Altar Boys.” They like to go around saying that they serve “Last Communion.”

“What are we doing, boss?” Sean asks. 

“I dumped the heroin,” Danny says.

Kevin blinks. He can’t believe it. Then his face twists into an angry snarl. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

“Watch your mouth,” Ned says. “You’re talking to the boss.” 

“That was millions of dollars there,” Kevin says.

Danny can smell the booze on his breath.

“If we could even lay it off,” Danny says. “I didn’t even know who to approach.”

“Liam did,” Kevin says.

“Liam’s dead,” Danny says. “That shit brought us nothing but bad. We probably have indictments chasing us, never mind the Morettis.”

“That’s why we needed the money, Danny,” Sean says.

Jimmy says, “They’ll all be coming after us. The Italians, the feds …”

“I know,” Danny says. But not Jardine, he thinks. Maybe other feds, but not that one. He doesn’t tell the others this—no point in giving them guilty knowledge, both for their protection and his. “But the heroin was evidence. I got rid of it.”

“I can’t believe you did us like that,” Kevin says.

Danny sees Kevin’s wrist move a little above his jacket pocket and knows the gun is in his hand.

If Kevin thinks he can do it, he will. 

Sean, too.

They’re a pair, the Altar Boys.

But Danny doesn’t go for his own gun. He doesn’t need to. Ned Egan already has his out.

Pointed at Kevin’s head.

“Kevin,” Danny says, “don’t make me drop you in the ocean with the dope. Because I will.”

It’s right on the edge. 

It can go either way.

Then Kevin laughs. Throws his head up and howls. “Throwing two mill in the water?! The feds after us?! The Italians?! The whole freakin’ world?! That’s wicked pisser! I love it! I’m with you, man! I’m with the Danny Ryan crew! Cradle to the freakin’ grave!”

Ned lowers his gun. 

A little.

Danny relaxes. A little. The good thing about the Altar Boys is that they’re crazy. The bad thing about the Altar Boys is that they’re crazy.

“Okay, we don’t need a parade here,” Danny says. “Spread out. We’ll stay in touch through Bernie.”

Bernie Hughes, the organization’s old accountant, is holed up in New Hampshire, safe—for the time being, anyway—from the feds and the Morettis.

“You got it, boss,” Sean says. 

Kevin nods.

They all get back in their cars and head out. 

We’re refugees, Danny thinks as he drives. 

Freakin’ refugees.

Fugitives. 

Exiles.




TWO

PETER MORETTI IS FREAKING THE fuck out.

Waiting for Chris Palumbo.

Sitting in the office of American Vending Machine on Atwells Avenue in Providence, Peter’s tapping his right foot like a rabbit on speed. The office is decorated like a mother, because his brother Paulie goes nuts at the holidays and because this was supposed to have been a very good Christmas, what with the heroin money coming in and the Irish going out. Wreaths and shit festoon the walls and a big artificial silver tree stands in the corner with wrapped presents underneath, ready for the annual party.

Maybe I should take some of the presents back, Peter thinks, because if Palumbo doesn’t show up, we’re all going to be broke. Last thing he heard from his consigliere, Chris, he was headed down to the shore to get the ten kilos of horse Danny Ryan had tucked away in a stash house. That was three hours ago and there isn’t anywhere in Rhode Island it takes three hours to get to and get back.

Chris hasn’t come back, hasn’t called.

So ten keys of horse is in the wind with him.

After you step on it like Godzilla on Bambi, ten kilos of heroin has a street value of over two million dollars.

Peter needs that money. 

Because he owes that money. 

Sort of.

Peter had bought forty kilos of smack from the Mexicans at a hundred thousand a key because he was desperate to get into the drug business. Guys like Gotti in New York were making money hand over clenched fist with dope, and Peter wanted in on the windfall.

But no way did Peter have four million in cash, so he and his brother went out to half the wiseguys in New England, generously letting them in on the investment opportunity. Some guys bought into it because they liked the potential, others because they were afraid to say no to the boss, but for whatever reason a lot of people had a piece of the shipment.

It would have been fine, but then Peter let Chris Palumbo talk him into doing a very risky thing.

“We send Frankie V to the Irish,” Chris said, “and let him pretend that he’s flipping on us. He tips them off to the heroin shipment and gets Danny Ryan to boost it.”

“The fuck, Chris?” Peter asked, because what the fuck kind of idea was it to get your own dope boosted, especially by a gang you’ve been at war with. Christ, was Chris high himself?

Chris explained that he had a fed, Phillip Jardine, on the arm. The Irish take the heroin and Jardine busts them, effectively ending the long war between the Moretti family and the Irish.

“Four mill is too high a price tag,” Peter said. 

“That’s the beauty part,” Chris said.

He explained that Jardine would keep some of the heroin to make it look legit but the bulk of the heroin would come straight back to them. They’d have to give Jardine a taste but by the time they cut up the drugs, there’d be more than enough in street value to make up for the loss.

“Win-win,” Chris said. 

Peter went for it.

Yeah, and it all went according to plan.

Officially, Jardine seized twelve kilos from the Irish in a highly publicized raid. John Murphy, the Irish boss, got popped on thirty-to-life federal charges.

Good.

His son Liam got dead. 

Even better.

Okay, twenty-eight keys is a fucking fortune and everybody gets paid.

Except—

Chris Palumbo and Jardine were supposed to go bust Danny and take his ten kilos.

Fine. 

But—

No one’s heard from either of them since. And Jardine supposedly has the other eighteen keys.

Ryan’s gone, too. Left the hospital where his wife was dying, somehow got around Peter’s guys, and no one’s seen him since, either.

Billy Battaglia comes through the door. 

He looks shaken.

“What?” Peter asks.

“Me and some other guys went with Chris to get that dope from Ryan,” Billy says. “Chris goes in, comes out ten minutes later—without the dope—tells us to go home.”

“What the fuck?” Peter’s heart feels like it’s going to jump out of his chest.

“Ryan had shooters outside Chris’s house,” Billy says. “Said he’d have them kill Chris’s whole family if he didn’t back off.”

“Why isn’t Chris here telling me that?” 

“Chris hasn’t come?”

“You think you needed to tell me this if Chris already came?” Peter asks. “Where is he now?”

“I dunno. He just drove away.” 

The phone rings and Peter jumps.

It’s Paulie. “I just got a call from a Gilead cop. They found a body on the beach.”

Peter feels like he could throw up. Is it Ryan? Chris?

“It’s Jardine,” Paulie says. “Two in the chest. Had his gun in his hand, one round fired.”

“What about Chris?” 

“Nothin’.”

Peter hangs up.

The news about Jardine is devastating. The fed was supposed to deliver the rest of the heroin to them. And why did Chris take off? Shit, could he and Ryan have cooked up some deal? That red-headed guinea Chris triple-crossed everyone? It would be just like him.

Merry fuckin’ Christmas, Peter thinks. 

We won the war but lost our money.

All of it—the years of fighting, the killings, the funerals—all for what?

Nothing.

Unless we find Danny Ryan.
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THE FINAL SCORE

JOHN HIGHLAND IS GOING TO die in prison.

He’s been found guilty of armed robbery, in this case of an armored car. That’s twenty-five years, federal time, which means he’ll serve at least 85 percent of the sentence. Twenty-one years. He’s coming on sixty now, so he might get out when he’s eighty.

Or not.

The judge will more likely hit him with the three-strikes provision and put him away for the rest of his life.

Out on bond until the sentencing in a month, Highland knows he’s going to leave that hearing in bracelets and go straight inside.

And never come out.

“We know this for a fact,” Highland tells Jamal. They’re standing out on San Clemente Pier and the sun is sparkling on the Pacific Ocean. “So there are things I need to take care of.”

Jamal misunderstands him. “Don’t worry. When we find Le Blanc, we’ll take care of him.”

LeBlanc was the getaway driver on the job that went south. The problem was that he got away by himself, leaving Highland at the scene, and then turned government witness. He’s off in Utah or Arizona or somewhere, selling time-shares or aluminum siding or what-the-fuck-ever.

“Revenge is for screenwriters,” Highland says. “I have real concerns.”

“You going to run?” Jamal asks.

Highland shakes his head. “I put the equity on the house up for the bond. What’s Jewel going to do, live in the street? As it is, I don’t know how she’s going to pay the mortgage, the taxes …”

In addition to the prison sentence, there’ll also be a fine. Could be as much as a quarter million.

“I feel bad for you, John.”

“It’s Jewel I’m worried about,” Highland says. “The life I’ve given her, the least I can do is see she gets to grow old in her own home. Maybe she meets some citizen, they take walks on the beach, play pickleball, go bird-watching, I don’t know.”

Even though it’s Southern California and they’re by the beach, Highland is wearing a gray linen suit and a white dress shirt. His one concession is the open collar with no tie.

It’s a rule of his.

Dress tight, work tight.

Jamal is more casual in a short-sleeved teal polo shirt and khaki trousers. The shirt doesn’t hide the little potbelly he’s been developing the past few years—unlike his old friend Highland, who hits the gym every morning like it’s church.

“Jewel would never get with another guy,” Jamal says.

“She should,” Highland says. “That eight-year bit I did, she stayed faithful. I told her she shouldn’t, she should find someone while I was in.”

“That’s not Jewel.”

No, it isn’t, Highland thinks.

She’s the best.

They got married when they were kids, nineteen years old, and she’s stuck with him through all of it.

He was hoping to take her to Paris for their fortieth anniversary.

Now that’s not going to happen.

All he can do for her now is make her secure.

But most of his money is on vacation in Tahiti with his lawyers.

The legal fees, the trial, the appeals, the bond—Highland’s string is played out. He’s delayed incarceration for as long as he could, and it’s left him nearly broke. Now he needs money for the prison commissary account, which makes all the difference in the quality of life inside. Far more important, he needs enough money for Jewel to live comfortably.

There’s something else, too, if he’s being honest with himself. And if there’s any time for being honest with yourself, it’s now, Highland thinks.

He doesn’t want to go out a loser.

All his life it’s been him against the world, and for the most part he’s won, maybe the most successful high-level heist guy ever to play the game. Sure, he lost a couple, did his bits like a man, but for the most part he scored the big money and walked away with it.

At the end of the day, though, the world has beaten him.

And he can’t tolerate that.

It’s not enough to just pull off a score.

He needs to pull off the score.

So when he sits in the joint for the rest of his life, he does it as a legend. He knows that he’s still himself.

That the world can’t beat John Highland.

“Thirty-four-twenty-eight,” he says.

“What?” Jamal asks.

“Thirty-four-twenty-eight,” Highland repeats.

“I’m still not following.”

Highland says, “Super Bowl Fifty-One. Seventeen minutes left in the game, the Patriots were down twenty-eight to three.”

“Okay.”

“Final score?” Highland says. “Thirty-four-twenty-eight. Patriots.”

I have seventeen minutes left, Highland thinks.

And I’m down by a lot.

But all that matters is the final score.
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