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Dedication

—for Billy Abrahams, editor and friend





Epigraph

He rests. He has traveled.

—James Joyce, Ulysses
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Prologue

December 24, 1959–December 27, 1959
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God erupted in thunder and shattering glass.

God was deafening, out of the winter sky heavy with storm clouds above Lake Erie.

God was six staccato bursts of fire, and glass flying like crazy laughter, and the skidding of a car’s tires as a car accelerated rapidly going eastward on Schuyler.

God struck so swiftly, and without warning. No mercy. In the lightly falling powdery-glinting snow of Christmas Eve.

In fact it was just dusk of Christmas Eve: the brief day, overcast like ashes, was darkening early at 4:20 P.M.

Timothy Patrick Corcoran, hanging an evergreen wreath to the front door of the residence at 8 Schuyler Place, his back to the narrow street, caught the first of the bullets in the lower back, and the second shattered several vertebrae and ripped through his lungs, and the third went wild and the fourth struck the nape of his neck and lodged in the base of his skull and by this time pop-eyed in the astonishment of Death he was falling, yanking the heavy wreath with him to the fan-shaped stoop that began to glisten immediately with his blood.

He was coughing blood, choking in blood. The wreath too would be soaked in blood: a massive, heavy, ornamental wreath, purchased just that afternoon, rich and pungent-smelling, a beautiful wreath for the beautiful new house at 8 Schuyler Place, thirty inches across, with sprigs of berries so shinily red they might have been synthetic berries and a gaudy red satin bow so shinily red it might have been plastic.

A wire from the wreath, dislodged by the weight of the dying man, would catch him in the left cheek, piercing the skin. When he was lifted, and turned, the wreath would lift partway with him before falling back.

Timothy Patrick Corcoran, thirty-six years old, six feet two inches tall and 212 pounds, was a large, muscular man, a man impatient with physical incompetence, and he fell heavily and without grace, clawing first at the door against which the sledgehammer blows of the bullets had thrown him and then at the wreath and at his chest which had exploded in a pain beyond pain, collapsing, his left leg beneath him, onto the concrete stoop he’d shoveled clear of icy snow that morning and which was covered now in a thin coating of fresh powdery snow.

The third, fifth, and sixth bullets struck the door, breaking the leaded-glass window that curved like a rising sun, lodging in a wall of the foyer inside and in the thick oak wood of the door itself.

There was height to this door, and conspicuous pride. It boasted, beside the leaded-glass window, an oversized wrought-iron knocker in the shape of an American eagle, and a brass doorknob bright as if illuminated from within.

The door too would be splashed with Timothy Patrick Corcoran’s blood. The vivid brass doorknob, smeared with it.

As if the dying man, in a final spasm of his fierce and inviolable will, had seized the doorknob, meaning to open the door and reenter his house.

His house, though he had not built it, only renovated it.

8 Schuyler Place: the “new” Corcoran house.

Always in family legend and in the speech of those who knew the Corcorans it would be the “new” house in Maiden Vale where Timothy Patrick Corcoran died on the eve of the first Christmas he would have spent in the house. God striking the man down on his very doorstep in a section of Union City where you would not expect God to interfere with the affairs of men at all.

Timothy Patrick Corcoran had brought his wife Theresa and his eleven-year-old son Jerome to live at 8 Schuyler Place in January 1959. Their “old” house was 1191 Barrow Street in Irish Hill, in southwest Union City: Our Lady of Mercy parish, the sixth police precinct: bounded by Grand Boulevard to the north and the waterfront of Lake Erie to the west and the city limits of industrial Shehawkin to the south and Decatur Boulevard and the railroad and stockyards to the east. But even in Irish Hill, in these post-War years, it was rare for a man to die riddled with bullets in the back on his own front step on Christmas Eve.

Timothy Patrick Corcoran, born Union City, New York, on November 7, 1923. Died Union City, New York, on December 24, 1959.

Timothy Patrick Corcoran, baptized and confirmed and married in the Holy Roman Catholic faith but deprived at the hour of his death of extreme unction, the last sacrament of the Church in which in any case he had not believed since childhood though in fact when the first bullet tore into his body and he understood that this was Death, this was the explosive fiery Death he’d several times escaped in Korea, in the mute astonishment of those quick-staccato seconds preceding the obliteration of his consciousness like chalk marks erased from a blackboard he did pray God help me!

Understanding at that moment for the first time in his life that it does not matter if you believe in God or not. Or if there is God or not.

For what is passes so swiftly and irrevocably into what was, no human claim can be of the least significance.

God erupted, and was gone. After the deafening thunder and shattering glass, a terrible silence.

And in that silence, rapidly retreating, diminishing, the sound of the invisible car sharply turning the corner at Schuyler Place and careening north on Summit to the Millard Fillmore Expressway and so out of Union City as if speeding off the edge of the world even as the dying man too slipped over.

Inside the house, a woman began to scream.
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The child heard the gunshots, and the careening car, and he knew at once, but he hadn’t heard, hadn’t known, just stood there paralyzed.

He was eleven years old. Now his life would be rent in two.

What you know but can’t comprehend. What tears through you changing you utterly.

Thunder?—and no lightning? Can there be a thunderstorm in the winter, in falling snow?

You wanted to think it came from the sky. Not from the street.

The fiery explosive cracks of a gun, too swift to be counted though he heard each separate and distinct and terrible, and the sudden acceleration of a car out on the street, little more than a shadowy blur glimpsed through the window—he knew, and didn’t know. He was panting, sweaty inside his clothes. Not standing at a window but back from it, maybe three feet away, having just run into his room tugging off the heavy cableknit sweater his Grandmother Corcoran had knitted for him that left him breathless—having just bounded up the back stairs heavy on his heels, his cheeks stinging numb from the cold and snowflakes melting in his hair and eyelashes and his nose running he’d been wiping on his fingers—he heard and he knew, but he hadn’t heard and didn’t know.

He’d just entered the room that after nearly twelve months did not seem familiar to him, nor comforting, like the new house to which his father had brought them, for which he felt a kind of frightened defiant pride, but no liking, and he hadn’t switched on the light, he hadn’t intended to stay in the room but just to get rid of the heavy sweater and use the bathroom and hurry back downstairs, his head was flooded with Christmas, Christmas Eve and Christmas morning and the twelve-foot evergreen in a corner of the living room with its high churchy ceiling, glittering ornaments he’d helped his mother hang and tinsel crisscrossing like exposed nerves and silver icicles and gaudy colored “bubble” lights he’d helped his father attach by tricky springs and screws to the boughs where they were meant to simulate (last night Jerome had seen, suddenly, what everyone else must know, what was so obvious) upright flames. He’d tugged off the heavy green sweater snug and airless as armor his face flushed and nose damp and he’d tossed it carelessly in the direction of his bed, yes he’d been facing the window but seeing nothing, not a car but a vague impression of a car’s shape, a vehicle moving slowly or in fact stopped, out by the curb, beyond the snowy rectangle that was a part of the front lawn, no headlights, in the dreamily falling powdery snow, but none of this made any impression upon him, for why should it?—he was not a child who looked hard or sharply or with an impersonal curiosity at things which seemingly did not pertain to him and in that suspended moment before the stillness of Schuyler Place was rent it could not have been possible for Jerome Corcoran to guess that a shadowy vehicle at the curb could in any way pertain to him.

(If he’d thought about it, which he had not, he’d have supposed that friends of his parents were dropping by. It was Christmas Eve, and the big day for the Corcorans was Christmas Day, forty guests for dinner? relatives, friends? and God knew how many others dropping by casually for drinks, as in previous years they’d come crowding uproariously into the house on Barrow Street, mostly men, business associates of the Corcoran brothers Timothy and Sean, wholesalers, suppliers, customers for whom Corcoran Brothers Construction Co. had built buildings, union officials, politicians, police officers, the Mayor and his family—that would be tomorrow, the Corcorans’ first Christmas Day in the new house, but this afternoon, someone might be dropping by to see his mother, or his father, in another minute the unfamiliar startling dolorous chimes of the front doorbell might sound, that was what he’d have supposed if he’d thought about it. Which he had not.)

Standing rooted to the spot incapable of thinking at all.

As if the incomprehensible noise, its sharp cracking volume, had blasted his head empty.

The green-glowing numerals of the clock radio beside his bed, a kid’s toy of a clock, red plastic spaceship, his eyes took them in—4:20. Yes but he hadn’t seen. Would not remember.

And then the car, the abrupt gunning of the motor, the skidding protest of rubber tires on pavement that, at other times, thrilled the child in the pit of the belly so he grinned with anticipation of the time when he’d be old enough to own a car like the older guys at Our Lady of Mercy, and to drive it in just such a way, burning rubber, racing other drivers from ground zero at stop signs—hearing the car take off on Schuyler Place where no one ever drove like that the panicked thought came to him They don’t belong here and Something’s wrong and his heart began to pound so his body shook and there was a pinch and a loosening in his bowels so he nearly fouled his pants but still he hadn’t known.

Until, downstairs, his mother began to scream.
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He ran to his mother, where she called for him. Though not calling his name, nor any name. Only raw anguished sound like an animal in pain.

The floor tilted beneath his feet. His breath was ragged, panting.

He knew, now. But could not know what he knew.

His knees were weak, he was in terror of falling headlong down the stairs. He grabbed at something—a smooth-polished railing they called, in this house, a banister.

A fleeting glimpse of a child’s parchment-pale face in a mirror rimmed with sprigs of holly. Tall red candles with wicks not yet burnt, to be lit for Christmas Eve. A glimpse too, through the arched doorway of the living room, of the immense gorgeous Christmas tree and the shining presents stacked beneath.

What was the present Jerome Corcoran anticipated—a pair of new ice skates, for ice hockey?

Already none of it mattered. It was over.

This was not a stairs he descended in such panic but a staircase. He’d seen his father’s carpenters working on it, he’d seen the thick plush crimson wool runner hammered down, and the plasterers, one of them a black man, troweling in the elegant oyster-white ceiling and walls, still none of it looked familiar as he ran panting and whimpering. Mommy?—Mommy? Daddy?

A scrawny undersized kid, a look of the father about the eyes and the mouth, the left front tooth just perceptibly larger than the right and serrated, and the tight-curly red-russet hair like Tim Corcoran’s, but physically he took after Theresa who was small-boned, five feet one inch, it was his secret terror that he would not grow to be of even average height among the boys of his class and of the rough and sometimes frantic schoolyard, praying to God, and to Jesus, and most passionately to Holy Mother Mary, that he would grow, he would grow inches in a single year, never would he beg for anything again. Spindly arms and legs and his ears sticking out like a donkey’s from his head when his hair was newly cut, how that infuriated him, mouthing silent obscenities at himself in the mirror which he dared not utter aloud, even to himself, because to utter such words aloud was sinful and each Saturday afternoon in the confessional he was obliged to confess all his sins to Father Sullivan for in the confessional he could not lie because to lie would be to compound the original sin and remedy nothing. And even as a young child Jerome Corcoran had inherited his father’s stubborn pride and contempt for lying, for what was lying but an admission of cowardice at being fearful of speaking Truth?

Scared cards can’t win, a scared man can’t love.

And, the droll tossed-off phrase Tim Corcoran would say out of the corner of his mouth, Never race a train.

At the bottom of the staircase where the steps fanned out and widened he felt the shock of cold air (the front door must have been wide open?) and heard his mother’s breathless screams which pierced the air like a continuation of the shattering glass he now realized he’d heard at the time of the gunfire and he realized was the glass of the window of the front door only when he saw that the window was broken, glinting shards of glass on the tile floor of the entryway they called, in this new house, the foyer.

Mommy—?

On this afternoon of Christmas Eve 1959 there were others in the house at 8 Schuyler Place—Timothy Corcoran’s sixty-two-year-old widowed mother, Theresa Corcoran’s cousin Agnes visiting from Albany, the shy gat-toothed Deirdre from Ballyhoura, Ireland, who helped with housework—but it was eleven-year-old Jerome Corcoran who first discovered his mother kneeling over his father’s lifeless body on the front stoop of the house amid the lightly falling snow, her hands shining with blood and blood soaked into the long tight sleeves and the pleated bosom of her lavender wool-jersey dress.

Theresa’s eyes were opaque and blind and mad as she screamed, staring at Jerome without recognition.
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Just tell us what you heard and what you saw, son.”

“I heard the gunshots and I heard the car.”

“You saw the car?—from this window here?”

“No. I didn’t see the car.”

“You heard the car, eh? The car taking off.”

“Yes.”

“You didn’t hear the car pull up, you didn’t see the car, before the shots started?”

“I guess not.”

“How many shots were there?”

“. . . a lot.”

“Did you hear six shots?”

“I guess so.”

“Then you heard the car start up. Pull away.”

“Yes.”

“Going in which direction?”

“That way.”

“That way, right. So you saw the car?”

“I guess I saw it then, I don’t know.”

“You saw it, or you didn’t see it, son? Which?”

“I saw it move . . . I don’t know.”

The child’s voice might have been a girl’s voice, thin and taut. There was the male fear that he might burst into tears, and no woman in the room to comfort him.

McClure, the eldest of the four men in Jerome’s room, spoke in a kindly voice to him; from time to time, as now, he let his warm, heavy hand fall upon the child’s thin shoulder. Jerome had been told he’d met Detective McClure at family gatherings, McClure was a distant cousin of his mother’s, but Jerome had no memory of having met him as he had little memory of the faces of most adults.

“Show us where you were standing again, son,” McClure said.

Jerome wiped his nose on his fingers. Went to reposition himself near the edge of the rust-colored shag rug at which, until the morning of this day that was, yet was not, Christmas Day, he did not believe he had as much as glanced.

It was a new rug with a rough grassy texture selected by his mother for his new room in the new house but he’d had no purpose in considering it until now. Had he not known that this was the rug he’d been walking on sometimes barefoot for the past eleven months he could not have identified it in a display of rugs.

How the world now was being slowed down and opened up and all you’d never looked at and never thought of was revealed as there, waiting, all along.

His knees were shaky, the men could see his legs trembling. He moved slowly like a man eager to give the impression of being sober while prepared, from past experience, to discover that he is not.

“There?” McClure frowned. “Before, you were standing a little more over this way by the window.”

He did not move. He was feeling the subtle strain of adult male kindness, patience, pity. He knew it had a sudden breaking point. Still, he did not move. “. . . I took off the sweater, and threw it on the bed.”

“This sweater, eh?—your grandma knitted it? I got one just like it. Except mine’s some other color, I forget.” Jerome’s Uncle Sean, who was sitting on Jerome’s hastily made-up bed, leaned over with a grunt to touch a sleeve of the green cableknit sweater folded now atop a bureau. In a curiously tender gesture he lifted the sleeve, then let it drop. “And larger, eh?” He made a hissing sound meant to be laughter.

Sean Corcoran had not slept the previous night, you could see he’d been drinking. You could see he was dazed by the murder of his younger brother Tim and the shock of it allowed him not to be thinking at the moment that he was terrified as well.

There had been threats made against both the Corcoran brothers’ lives over the years but such threats had, in the past, dissipated, or had been caused to dissipate. This, the child knew without knowing a single fact pertaining to it.

Sean Corcoran, forty-one, had a boy’s high-colored slapped-looking face, ravaged incredulous veiny pale eyes like peeled grapes. He had a high round belly and an exposed pink scalp across which wisps of fading red hair were combed. Like Tim Corcoran, and like their deceased father before them, Sean Corcoran always wore a freshly laundered starched white long-sleeved shirt and a necktie no matter the occasion, and no matter his condition or grooming or disposition, and so, on the day following Tim Corcoran’s murder, he was so dressed, though unshaven and unwashed.

Jerome looked to his uncle for solace but Sean was chain-smoking Camels knocking ashes about the floor and bed. In his right hand he held a pint of Johnnie Walker which out of courtesy or ritual he offered to the three other men, and, when they were obliged to decline, he sipped from it himself and wiped his pale fleshy lips with his knuckles. Some time ago Uncle Sean had been a bricklayer, his hands showed the wear.

“Jerome, y’want some?”—Sean lifted the bottle in the child’s direction.

The child would have said yes, he’d tasted whiskey, and many times beer, in the past, offered him by his father. But he shook his head, no, as McClure’s fingers on his shoulder subtly yet unmistakably urged him forward.

“Step closer to the window, son. Right about here.”

Jerome did so. He too had not slept the previous night. He had to narrow his sore, swollen eyes against the glaring light. Outside, the world was vividly white with snow and thrumming with the hurtful clarity of an overexposed photograph. Yesterday’s dusk of snowfall and shadow was vanished as if it had never been and could not ever be again. A bright frigid-blue sky, a hard wind off Lake Erie blowing snow fine and sinuous as sand across the sidewalk in front of 8 Schuyler Place and the narrow street and the dune-like snowy contours of the little park, of about the size of an acre, across the street. A dozen or so handsome old brick or stone or stone-and-stucco houses overlooked Schuyler Place and the child had the unmistakable sense that these dignified houses were contemplating 8 Schuyler Place which, on this Christmas Day of 1959, was the only property here to be cordoned off by order of the Union City Police Department. The only property in whose driveway and at whose curb black-on-white vehicles emblazoned UCPD were parked.

“That patrol car at the curb—it’s pretty clear to you, isn’t it? To your eyes?” McClure spoke kindly; when Jerome did not reply, his kindness deepened. “Son, I know it’s hell. Oh Christ, I know. But you need to remember now before you forget.”

Sean said, in a voice on the verge of a sob, “Jerome, you’re our only witness.”

Jerome shook his head to clear it. He’d heard the question but could not remember it. His mother had been hospitalized the night before at Holy Redeemer Hospital downtown for what they called shock and his grandmother too had been hospitalized there for what they called a stroke. His father’s body was at Donnelly’s Funeral Home on Erie Street because he had been murdered, shot in the back, but it was possible to think, in fact it was quite natural to think, with the hallucinatory ease of an open-eyed dream, that Tim Corcoran was simply out of the house as he was so often, yes even on Sundays and a day like Christmas, down at Corcoran Brothers Construction Co. which the family called the business meaning both the business itself and the buildings and lumberyard that housed it. Or he might be inspecting a work site. Or driving one of his own trucks.

Many times the child had ridden in the cab of one of these trucks with Tim Corcoran at the wheel. Once, in a cement mixer. You were in terror that the heavy truck would overturn, the globe containing the liquid cement might cease its grinding revolution, but of course that did not happen.

Many things holding the promise of terror and grief did not happen.

McClure said again, now easing his arm around Jerome’s shoulders, “Son, just tell us what you heard and what you saw. Take your time if you need to.”

“I told you.” His lips which were raw and chapped moved painfully but no sound came. He was needing to pee again. Sick too with dread of crying as of fouling his pants and of doing these things without being conscious of them even as others winced at his shame. There was no woman in the room, only men, another plain-clothes detective beside McClure, and a uniformed officer with a badge and a smartly gleaming holstered pistol, and the angry befuddled stubble-jawed drunken man who was his Uncle Sean sitting, big, burly, so out of place there, on Jerome’s bed. By the twitching squinting way Sean Corcoran repeatedly glanced over his shoulder toward the door, you could tell he half-expected Tim to enter the room and stride inside and, smiling, perplexed, ask in that way of his, O.K., what the hell’s going on here?

McClure said, in a lowered voice, “A man like Tim Corcoran shot in the back by human scum, we’re gonna get them, they’re dead meat. We know that, and they know that. You’re our only eyewitness, son. Just tell us what you saw.”

Jerome drew away from the detective’s arm. He said, not looking at any of them, nor even at the street where the UCPD vehicles were parked, but somewhere, inviolable and stubborn, inside his head, “I told you, you don’t listen. I came in here and took off my sweater and . . . it happened.”

“The gunshots.”

“The gunshots and the car.”

“You didn’t see the car?”

“I thought it was thunder at first. I don’t know. I didn’t know it was from the street.”

“O.K., then the car took off, fast, and you saw?”

“I couldn’t see! It happened too fast! It was too late!”

McClure was a man in his fifties, with a face that, like Sean Corcoran’s, was flushed and slapped-looking, though his hot, humid breath did not smell of drink. His inheld fury and the tension of his smile reminded Jerome of his father’s passion at being thwarted, if only by a stiffening of posture and a shifting of the eyes, and the danger you risked in thwarting him, especially before witnesses.

The other detective began to speak, but McClure cut him off with a rude gesture. “Son,” he said, “the car you saw out there yesterday was for a fact a black DeSoto four-door, 1958 model, and the front and rear license plates were covered in ice or frozen mud but they were New York State plates, for a fact, black on orange, you could make out that much and maybe part of the number which was eight eight one two MCF.”

McClure paused, then went on, “And one of these filthy cocksuckers is likely to be the man who shot your father in the back.”

McClure thrust into Jerome’s face two photographs at which, uncomprehending at first, the child stared. McClure held a photograph in each hand and each hand was trembling just perceptibly. One was of a youngish insolent-eyed man with a downturned scar of a mouth and the other was of an older and heavier man with a V-shaped hairline and a full, fleshy nose and close-set eyes like something dead and skinned. The photos must have been police mug shots, grainy black-and-whites of about the size and quality you would get in the self-service booth at Woolworth’s. McClure was holding them unnecessarily high and close to Jerome’s face as if he believed Jerome nearsighted or slow-minded.

Jerome stammered, “Wh-who are they?”

“You wouldn’t know their names, son,” McClure said, “—we know their names and we know the name of the scum of the earth who hired them. That’s our business. If you got a look at the one with the gun, he’d’ve been in the back seat with the window down, or the driver, that’s what we’d hoped to hear, but if you can’t . . . the main thing is the car, son, you saw the car, eh? Right out there?”

The other detective spoke now. His voice was excited, urgent. “The DeSoto, sedan, black car, eh? 1958 model? A kid your age knows cars, Jerome, right?”

And Sean Corcoran said loudly, “Jerome? Do what you can for your father. Just tell us?”

There was a silence. McClure repositioned the photos in such a way that he could contemplate them himself. “You wouldn’t know their names, Jerome,” he said carefully. “They’re known to us. And the man who they work for. You maybe got a glimpse of their faces when the car was starting up.”

Slowly Jerome shook his head. “No.”

“No, what?” McClure asked.

“I didn’t see the car, and I didn’t see the men. It happened too fast.”

There was another silence. It was silence like a deep crevice in the mountains (Jerome was thinking of a scene in the movie Shane of a few years before, it was a movie he’d loved and wept over) into which you could fall and fall.

Then Sean Corcoran lurched to his feet. He came to squat clumsily in front of Jerome who shrank from him fearful of being struck but his uncle was sobbing, as a man sobs, not in sorrow but in anger, and in the befuddlement of anger, crushing Jerome in his embrace. His breath was like fumes. His arms were hard, tight, desperate. “They killed Tim Corcoran, shot him down like a dog, but we’ll get the filthy bastards, Jerome, we know who they are, send them to hell to rot, just give us a hand for Christ’s sake!”

Jerome whispered, “Uncle Sean, I didn’t see it.”

“—The fact of it is known, the identities of the men are known, and the car, you were standing here and you saw it, you must have seen it, you’re not blind are you for Christ’s sweet sake? for Christ’s sweet fucking sake, Jerome, you’re not blind?”

It went on like this for some time, Christmas Day of 1959.
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You would not guess a man had died in so quiet a setting. The snow again falling, thicker now, like sleep coming on.

Always Jerome Corcoran would recall how nothing that is has the power to evoke what was.

How Time, not like a clock’s hands that circle the hours forever, runs in one direction only. Like a river, or an arrow. The trajectory of a bullet.

Though Tim Corcoran had tried, taking Jerome each Memorial Day to Our Lady of Mercy Cemetery where for an hour or more father and son would move along the rows of markers sticking six-inch American flags into graves of veterans some of whom Tim Corcoran had known. What strange faltering uncharacteristic language issued from the elder man’s mouth, what vague strickenness of manner came over him as at no other time, the child tried not to contemplate. He loved Daddy and was privileged to accompany Daddy on any excursion but the embarrassment and tedium of Memorial Day chafed at him like the scratchiest of woollen shirts.

And now, the snow falling upon the fan-shaped front stoop of 8 Schuyler Place which had been scrubbed clean of Tim Corcoran’s blood and which no one would cross, leaving the house by the side door, to be driven to the funeral.

The snow falling, flakes the size of blossoms, into the park across the street.

Maiden Vale in northwest Union City had long been closed to the Irish of the south side. The Irish were considered like Negroes, Tim Corcoran had said, not bitterly so much as bemusedly, with his quizzical dented smile. We were considered shit on their shoes, kid.

Whose shoes? Jerome had asked, astonished and incensed.

Well he knew what shit was, well he knew the unspeakable insult.

A volatile, restless, quick-tempered child, some would say a spoiled child, the only issue of parents who’d wanted more children but whom God had thwarted. Making his father laugh unabashedly with love at his outbursts of Corcoran temper, Corcoran pride.

They liked it too, as families like, love, cherish, prize, any sign that seemingly links the generations, suggesting how the past never yields to the future but in fact directs it, determines it, and is in turn preserved in it, how the little boy resembled, in hair and facial features, the old man. Even to the slightly oversized left front tooth with the milky ripple to its enamel, and the serrated lower edge he would run his tongue over, and over, and over, through his life.

The s.o.b.’s already living there, Tim Corcoran said. His smile broadening so now you saw his teeth. That thought they were superior to us because they had more money.

Now it isn’t so? Jerome demanded. They don’t believe that, now?

Snow covered Schuyler Park uniformly except for the narrow curving paths which had not been shoveled since the last snowfall, only trodden upon, footprints over footprints. In warm weather the park was a rectangle of close-cropped very green grass of the type grown on golf courses. There were beds of roses and a creeping ground cover like silver moss and trees of that tall, peeling species called plane trees which Jerome had never seen in Irish Hill and which to his scornful eyes looked diseased, tin-colored bark in strips like rotting wallpaper. But Theresa said how beautiful, so quiet, so few people ever there unlike Dundonald Park on the south side. Unlike any park she’d ever lived near. Yet what a pity—and this uttered in Theresa’s breathless, vehement laugh, signaling one of her teasing or daring or provocative remarks—Jerome’s too grown now for a baby, or I could push him there in his stroller! that sweet stroller with the candy stripes!

Yes, and Theresa saw the very bench she’d sit on, beneath one of the plane trees, rocking Baby’s stroller with one slender foot as shutting her eyes she let her head fall back and lifted her face in gratitude to the sun.

At these words of Theresa’s, Tim Corcoran grew very still and made no reply.

Nor did Jerome, who understood that, when Mommy was in one of her breathless laughing moods, her eyes shining with deceptive joy and her fingers picking at one another, it was wisest to remain silent.

No swings or teeter-totters in Schuyler Park. Few other children his age. And if there’d been, would their parents have allowed them to play with Jerome Corcoran?

Shit on their shoes, kid. So they thought.

But no longer, Daddy? They don’t believe that, now?

The first and only summer he’d lived at 8 Schuyler Place in Maiden Vale he’d gone back numberless times to the old neighborhood, to Dundonald Park which was a real park and where he’d played all his life he could remember. The wading pool, the swimming pool, the softball diamond, the hilly patches of scrubby littered grass, his friends. He was a boy with friends. Kids like himself whose families all knew one another or were in fact related by blood. Living in Our Lady of Mercy parish in woodframe, brick, stucco houses with small neatly tended lawns on Barrow Street, Roosevelt, Dalkey, Dundonald. If neither Daddy nor Mommy was free or in a mood to drive him back he’d take city buses. Summit to Union Blvd. then a pink transfer to S. Erie. The same route he took to school. In the years beyond childhood he would recall the Union City Transit buses with a distaste verging upon fury but in fact at the time he’d liked them well enough as children like well enough, or more than well enough, the circumstances of their childhood which have made them happy.

Or even unhappy. For the childhood is your own, in any case.

As a dream, even a nightmare, is your own.

Taking the rattling city buses, a quarter dropped into the till back into the old neighborhood. Irish Hill. Why did we ever leave? Just as Daddy, Mommy, Grandma Corcoran who insisted upon eight o’clock mass at Our Lady of Mercy every day except Sunday (Sundays, they went to high mass at eleven) were always going back. And of course Corcoran Brothers Construction Co. was there.

And all the family, and their friends. Everyone, everything, was there.

So it was: Theresa Corcoran the beautiful wife of the aggressive Irish construction company co-owner Tim Corcoran, a new and proud resident of the former Keiffer home at 8 Schluyer Place, might sit beneath the great plane tree in the little park across the street, in a white puckered cotton dress, frowning in concentration at the knitting needles flashing in her fingers, she might sit there for a long summer afternoon, or for a year, or the rest of her life, a round-faced young woman with wavy dark hair and a quick eagerness to her, something both hurt and hopeful in her eyes, but no, no one in this new and so strangely quiet and seemingly underpopulated neighborhood was likely to approach her to exclaim, “Well now, hello, isn’t it a fine day?” and still less were women of the neighborhood likely to drop by her house of a morning to welcome her as, in Irish Hill, they would have done nearly as soon as the curtains were up in the windows signaling the new family was moved in.

As Tim Corcoran might have told her. Kissing her, and teasing her, in his laughing way so she would not hear the fury in his voice, Why set yourself up to be humbled?—you’re a ridiculous woman!

Why then did you marry a ridiculous woman?—you’re the fool.

Because I am a fool, why else?

Staring at her with such love, such hunger, if the child Jerome happened to see he’d have to look quickly away.

The wake for Tim Corcoran at Donnelly’s which was the most crowded of wakes in Irish Hill since that of the notorious McNamara the ex-Police Commissioner in 1957, and the following morning at eleven o’clock the funeral at Our Lady of Mercy which was more crowded still.

Hundreds of mourners from Irish Hill and other parts of Union City including Edgewater on the lake where well-to-do Irish-American families like the Slatterys lived yet not a single person from Maiden Vale except the female real estate agent who’d sold Tim Corcoran his new house. For though there were neighboring houses on Schuyler Place there turned out to be no neighbors living in them, still less friends.
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Like a dream of dark rippling water the funeral passed leaving him untouched.

It was his first funeral for Theresa had shielded him from the others—elderly aunts, uncles, Grandpa Corcoran six years before.

It was his first funeral for in fact Death had never struck so near.

Strange then to be seated, and everyone staring while pretending not to stare, in a pew at Our Lady of Mercy not the Corcorans’ own but at the very front of the church. Where you had no choice but to stare at the casket, the flowers, the dazzling glittering altar, the priest in stiff gold-threaded vestments who was Father Sullivan who’d married Tim Corcoran and Theresa McClure and who’d baptized their baby Jerome Andrew and who, halting and swaying in grief, the sonorous Latin phrases slurred in his mouth, flushed cheeks clumsily shaved and stipples of scarcely coagulated blood on his jaw, was now saying a solemn high requiem mass for the repose of Tim Corcoran’s immortal soul.

Drunk and sick, poor Father Sullivan, well you couldn’t blame him, so close to the Corcorans and he’d known Tim all of Tim’s life, a spasm of coughing at the introit so it seemed he might break down entirely and his young assistant would be obliged to take over, but the old man hung on, stubborn as a bull, damned strong for his age and condition, never would relinquish the sacred chalice at such a time.

None of this was a dream yet it passed like a dream and like a dream too it held the risk of terror, a feather’s touch could do it.

For he’d been staring hypnotized at the casket which was massive, gleaming black, sleekly shaped like a seagoing vessel and so how horrible it must be laid in the earth instead. And the lid shut close over Tim Corcoran’s handsome face. . . . The horror of this too swept over Jerome, that his father might open his eyes to pitch blackness, buried alive, waking only to suffocate, trapped in a box, in the earth, the unspeakable horror of it of which Jerome could not bear to think even as he could think of nothing else.

At the wake the previous day the lid of the casket had been open. What terrible injuries had been done to Tim Corcoran, to the base of his skull where a .45-caliber bullet had entered, no one could see.

Jerome had contemplated the man in the casket which was lined with puckered white satin like the inside of a candy box, lying in such a way that Tim Corcoran would have scorned, in a pose of sleep, angelic sleep, a somewhat puffy face, smooth-rouged cheeks, lips manipulated into a faint puzzled smile, and a rosary of amber and silver beads twined in his clasped fingers.

A rosary! Tim Corcoran! Who had not said a rosary in twelve years.

You wondered how Tim’s friends, seeing him in such a pose, could keep from laughing.

At the same time there was the presence of the rouged dead man in the candy-box casket there was the uncanny sensation felt by all that, knowing Tim Corcoran, you wouldn’t have been surprised to see him show up at his own wake, the real man, tall and ruddy-faced from the cold, and snowflakes melting in his curly-crinkled hair, and his eyes bright with drink, pushing his way into the overheated flower-choked room clapping his friends on the shoulders, taking the women’s hands and kissing their cheeks. Here I am, what’s going on? It’s Christmas, isn’t it?

Jerome was urged at last to approach the casket and to kiss his father goodbye. There were so many weeping, choking women, women who’d loved Tim Corcoran, Jerome set himself apart from them defiant and dry-eyed. He leaned over the casket, he shut his eyes and held his breath and kissed the waxy rouged cheek. His heart slammed against his ribs. His bowels clenched. He thought calmly, This is not Daddy, this is someone else.

So it was all right.

Just tell us what you heard and what you saw, Jerome.

Not blind, son, are you?

Our only witness.

His mouth was so fucking dry, he swallowed repeatedly. The sour brackish stink of his breath rising in his own nostrils as when he woke from sleeping hard, open-mouthed, and his breath was stale.

He paid no heed to the Latin phrases, numbly he knelt with the others, he rose, and stood, and knelt again, and again stood, as the organ thundered overhead and voices sang with a yearning, hungry urgency rising to the curved painted ceiling of Our Lady of Mercy, and none of this he heard, it passed leaving him untouched.

Swaying above the altar railing, in his stiff gold-threaded vestments, the old priest Father Sullivan turned to bless the congregation, his hands pudgy-pale. This was a high mass, a solemn high requiem mass, slow, ponderous, the first solemn high requiem mass of Jerome Corcoran’s life. But he scarcely noticed. Recalling how once he’d torn pages out of a comic book, Tales from the Crypt, to stop himself from staring at ugly drawings of a man buried alive, he hadn’t been able to resist turning back to those pages, the horror of it.

He’d thought, yes it might happen to him. He would never have thought it might happen to his father.

“Jerome?—are you all right?”

His aunt was whispering in his ear. He must have whimpered aloud unaware.

On the far side of Aunt Frances his cousins were sitting, and since his father’s death he had not spoken to them, nor looked them in the face. He could not imagine speaking to any of his classmates or friends, now his father was dead. Their pity for him would choke him with rage.

Strange, and uncomfortable, to be sitting here between Uncle Sean and Aunt Frances in the front pew, center, at Our Lady of Mercy. This was not the Corcorans’ pew. He had to resist the impulse to glance back at his family’s pew, to figure out what was wrong.

Sometimes Tim Corcoran accompanied his wife, son, and mother to mass, but most times he did not. When he did, he hung back in the vestibule or out on the sidewalk to shake hands with his friends, to talk. The women and the little boy went inside, Tim took his time, like the other men in no hurry to enter the church and bless themselves with two fingers of holy water and genuflect and be seated. You half-expected him to hurry inside, to take his place in an unobtrusive corner of the church.

Just tell us, son.

What you heard, and what you saw.

Jerome’s guts churned moistly. It was pain caused him to whimper aloud but he steeled himself and did not double over. His anus burnt from scalding shit, he’d been diarrhetic for forty-eight hours.

Aunt Frances, and his mother’s cousin Agnes, and Sister Mary Megan Dowd who was an older sister of Tim Corcoran’s, an Ursuline nun, had been at 8 Schuyler Place to take care of Jerome. They’d drawn a bath and made him bathe. They’d dressed him in the navy blue wool suit that fitted his shoulders loosely, they’d fastened the snap-on tie at his neck. They’d combed his snarly hair. They’d hugged him, wept over him, prayed in his presence so he stood miserable waiting for it to end. Your mother will be home for the funeral, they said, then later they said, Your mother isn’t quite strong enough, the doctor doesn’t want to discharge her, maybe you can visit her tomorrow.

Jerome had not asked a word of Mommy. He would not.

They told him his mother loved him and was thinking of him but she wasn’t quite strong enough to leave the hospital yet, in a few days maybe, when the doctor said she was ready.

And still Jerome hadn’t asked a word of her. Not truly believing he would ever see Mommy again, not even her body stiff as a wax dummy in a casket.

He’s in a state of shock, you see, Sister Mary Megan Dowd had whispered.

God damn them to hell for forcing him to sit in a steaming-hot tub, liquid shit had erupted from him, a spasm of gut-pain that left him whimpering and helpless. But fortunately the bathroom door was locked from inside.

Since Christmas Eve everything inside Jerome threatened to turn into liquid and drain away. If he gave in and ate, he vomited it back in a soupy acid gruel. If he drank water or fruit juice, he no sooner swallowed than it forced its way out, burning, as piss.

Tim Corcoran’s bowels too had loosened, in the shock of Death. When Jerome had found him, and Theresa bent over him, his nostrils had been assailed by the stench.

There were things you could not believe, for no words can accommodate them.

Theresa had been screaming, and continued to scream, staring at Jerome without recognition. When the ambulance came, and the attendants helped her to her feet, urging her toward the ambulance, she’d screamed at them and tried to claw at their faces.

Jerome did not truly believe he would see her alive again, thus shrewdly he refused to ask a word of her.

He’s in a state of shock.

As are we all. Oh, Jesus!

You’re not blind for Christ’s sweet sake are you?

Our only witness.

At Donnelly’s Funeral Home there had been crowds of mourners, and so many flowers, and, here and there, plainclothes policemen.

A rumor had spread through Irish Hill, there would be another killing. For was not Sean Corcoran the next likely target?

Tall vases, gigantic floral displays, white lilies, and white roses, and white carnations, and most spectacular of all white gladioli, you saw the logic of flowers in such a place as the viewing room at Donnelly’s, for the eye leapt at once to the dead man in the casket and then moved outward, elsewhere, anywhere else.

Faces swollen with grief, faces ravaged with shock, eyes alit in disbelief and fury, the many Corcoran relatives, the Dowds, Muldoons, Culligans, McClures. Jerome stiffened himself against their rough hugs, their fevered embraces. The tears of the women. The heat of the men’s breaths.

There was the rumor, too, Jerome had seen.

Jerome was the sole witness, Jerome had seen.

Uncle Sean pointed the plainclothes policemen out to Jerome: But don’t stare.

People did stare bluntly at the several Negroes who came to the wake, for there were no blacks in Irish Hill and it was not a section of Union City in which blacks were made to feel welcome.

Look!—look. Why are they here?

It would be said that many Negroes came to Tim Corcoran’s wake but in fact there were six Jerome counted. They came, not with their wives or families, but alone, singly, self-conscious, furtive, stricken too with shock at Tim Corcoran’s death but not comfortable sharing their feelings with the whites.

Tim Corcoran had hired these men, carpenters, bricklayers, plasterers, nonunion labor, for off-site noncontractual work, after hours. He’d used a black truck driver for one of his gravel trucks for maybe a week until the Teamsters tossed a firebomb through the window of the man’s house in Shehawkin.

Tim Corcoran had said, A black guy saved my ass in Korea, fuck the unions I’ll hire anybody I want.

Won’t the unions let them join? Jerome asked. Why not?

Why? Tim Corcoran laughed derisively. Because they’re assholes, kid. White asshole cowards.

Telling him then about Jack Dempsey who wouldn’t fight a black heavyweight, knowing he’d lose the title.

In Korea, he’d been a POW and this black kid from Georgia had helped him when they had to march, he’d had a sprained swollen ankle and couldn’t have made it without this kid helping him, so fuck the unions I’ll hire anybody I want.

Jerome observed one of the black men staring at Tim Corcoran for a long time, a look on his face of horror and regret and amazement and hurt. This was a tall burly plum-brown-skinned man of no age Jerome could guess, eyes protuberant and livid with broken capillaries, a splayed nose, lips wide and thick as if swollen as, once, stung by a bee in Dundonald Park, Jerome had felt his upper lip swell like a balloon, tight to bursting. When at last the black man turned, to approach him, Jerome recognized him as one of the plasterers who’d worked on renovations at the new house.

Ignoring the stares of others, who were not hostile precisely so much as rudely curious, the man expressed his sympathy to Jerome, said how sorry he was, what a nasty surprise, at Christmas, too, what a good man Jerome’s father was, nobody would forget what a good man he was, and Jerome mumbled thank you, he’d learned that day to say thank you, it was all you could say, thank you, and the black man said again, louder, what a good man Mr. Corcoran was, nobody like him in Union City for sure, and Jerome said thank you, he was swallowing repeatedly, his mouth dry as caked dust, and the black man finally just stared at him with a look of inarticulate grief, grief sharp as hunger, there was nothing further to say in the presence of Death so he mumbled goodbye and backed off eager now to escape and Jerome wiped at his eyes unable to remember the man’s name but it was a fact: every Negro worker his father had introduced him to over the years, Jerome had forgotten the name almost immediately.

Is that one of them? someone asked. One of them?

Jerome’s uncle Mike Donnelly was speaking to Sean Corcoran the two men staring after the black man, and Sean said, not lowering his voice, Who else?—no good reason for any nigger to come to Irish Hill, except he helped get my brother killed.

You knew certain facts without knowing you knew. Without having to ask.

Bricklayers’ and Allied Craftsmen’s Local Union No. 19. Carpenters’ Local Union No. 6. Plumbers’ and Steamfitters’ Local Union No. 11. International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers Local 273 AFL-CIO. Glaziers’ Local No. 8. Insulators’ and Asbestos Workers’ Local 71. International Union of Operating Engineers Local No. 42. Painters’ Local Union No. 112. Roofers’ Local Union No. 52. International Brotherhood of Teamsters Local No. 161. The Mohawk County Central Labor Council of the AFL-CIO. The Western New York Trade Union Council. With all of these at one time or another there had been disputes, negotiations, threatened or actual slowdowns or strikes, and contracts; and yet again, when these contracts ran out, disputes, negotiations, threatened or actual slowdowns or strikes, and new contracts. (The newest contract, the largest Corcoran Brothers had ever negotiated, was for $12 million to build a twelve-storey addition to City Hall, downtown at Union Boulevard and Brisbane.) Corcoran Brothers Construction Co. was thriving in the late 1950s and Tim Corcoran was in the habit of rubbing his big-knuckled hands together saying aggressively, Hell, I like a good fight: I’m a counterpuncher like my old man.

Son, you’re our only witness.

Not blind are you, son?

They had not questioned him this morning, and would not, for this was the morning of his father’s funeral. They had questioned him for two hours on Christmas Day and they had returned to question him the following day, though there was female screaming in the house Let him alone! Let the child alone! which he seemed not to hear himself, let alone acknowledge. And in the interstices of these exhausting and confusing sessions Uncle Sean shut the two of them away to speak with him in private, gently and even tenderly at first with the air of an adult nudging a sleeping child awake, then more insistently, impatiently. Sure you saw, Jerome, it’s a fact they were there, who d’you think shot him if there wasn’t anybody there, c’mon shut your eyes you can summon it back plain as day, 1958 black DeSoto, part of the license number, MCF, a kid your age knows cars for Christ’s sweet sake.

And in the limousine driving to Our Lady of Mercy this morning, down from Maiden Vale, Uncle Sean was whispering to him, not very coherently for he’d been drinking much of the night, and Aunt Frances leaned over, incensed, and gave her husband a shake, Leave the child alone! Are you mad, are you drunk on this day of all days, for shame, for shame, the day of your own brother’s funeral!

To Jerome she’d said, Pay no attention to that man, he isn’t in his right mind these days. None of us are but he’s the worst.

You know. You saw, and you know.

For Christ’s sweet sake.

Detective McClure was at the funeral mass, Jerome had seen him enter the church, and genuflect, and take a seat inconspicuously at the rear. He wondered if the other detective was here, too. There were uniformed policemen out on the street and a UCPD cruiser would escort the procession of hearse, limousines, cars to the cemetery.

Though he’d died in mortal sin yet Tim Corcoran would be buried in sanctified soil. Catholic soil. In the Corcoran family plot.

Knowing what you know, seeing the effect close up, could you use a gun on a man? Fire bullets into the base of his skull, into his back? his lungs, heart? So that he coughed and vomited blood, and spilled his bowels, his insides exploding out?

For your father’s sake, Jerome. Just tell us.

A bell was ringing briskly. The Holy Eucharist was being raised that God might see it, and rejoice.

Time for communion. Until this moment Jerome had not thought of communion. Had he not violated his fast by drinking water that morning to cleanse his mouth of vomit?—yes but he did not care, not in the slightest. These many minutes he’d been gazing at the casket in the aisle, before the communion rail, this strange beautiful polished black vessel that contained what was called Tim Corcoran’s earthly remains, and it was not possible to know of other things, still less to care.

“Jerome, dear?—are you all right?”

Anxious, and fussy, like all women, his aunt peered into his face, gently waking him from his trance. He mumbled a reply. He did not lift his eyes to hers.

And now he was in the aisle, urged along, Uncle Sean leading the way and it was not Jerome himself but his body on numbed legs shuffling forward to the communion rail where the old priest, eyes ghastly as Death, stood waiting.

It was the supreme moment of the mass. It was the sacrifice of Jesus Christ. It was a mystery, one of the sacred mysteries. Jerome knew his catechism, Jerome had been taught and had memorized, this is my body and this is my blood, the body of Christ is present in the communion wafer and the blood of Christ is present in the wine drunk by the priest. You must be in a state of grace cleansed and absolved of all sin to take communion to take the body of Christ into your mouth but he was not in a state of grace and would never again be in a state of grace and he did not care, now his father was dead. He’d paid not the slightest attention to the Latin mass, and this too was a sin, his gaze drifting unseeing over the glittering flower-bedecked altar, over the tall slender figure of Jesus Christ crowned in thorns and bright droplets of blood on His plaster forehead, His crimson heart exposed, well fuck Jesus Christ who hadn’t saved Tim Corcoran from dying, fuck God who was helpless or indifferent or not-there, fuck old Father Sullivan with bloodshot eyes, palsied fingers, fuck Bishop Healey who would come to Our Lady of Mercy to say mass for Jerome’s confirmation class next year, yes and fuck Pope John XXIII. A spasm of laughter threatened. But if he laughed he’d shit his pants.

Tim Corcoran had not died in a state of grace, he’d died in a state of mortal sin, you knew that. Theresa had teased and begged him about going to confession so he could take communion, if for no other reason than to please his mother, the old woman took such things seriously and why not, who knows, play it safe, my God the man hadn’t done his Easter duty from last March, Theresa laughed, call yourself a Catholic?—though in truth she preferred men who showed no great concern for the Church, weak men made her impatient. What if you die in a state of mortal sin, Tim, ever think of that? she’d poked him in the ribs but of course she hadn’t meant any of it, hadn’t believed he would ever die, nor had Tim Corcoran, winking at his son over Theresa’s shoulder as he’d hugged her stopping her hands from slapping at him, Then I’ll go straight to hell, eh?—plenty of Corcorans already there.

His aunt was guiding him, it seemed she must love him though he was not her child, they were kneeling at the communion rail like a family except instead of his father there was Uncle Sean and instead of his mother there was Aunt Frances and he understood that the house at 8 Schuyler Place of which his parents had been so proud would be sold and he would return to Irish Hill to live with his uncle and aunt, this time on Roosevelt Street which was just around the corner from the old house at 1191 Barrow Street and maybe his mother would come to live there too, and maybe she would not.

He was kneeling. It would be all right. Behind them others were lined up to take communion, even a solemn high requiem mass was a celebration of the Roman Catholic faith, this is my body and this is my blood, it was what must be done, you did it like the rest and it did not matter because none of it touched you. Jerome let his head fall slightly back as he’d been instructed, it was his body and not him, as the dead man in the coffin was his father’s body and not his father, he shut his eyes obediently and opened his mouth so that the tasteless dry wafer could be placed on his tongue, he heard the old priest muttering the words his father had scorned as a dead language, he smelled the old priest’s breath which was like fumes, it was all right, it was fine, fuck you all, he got through it without laughing, yes and without shitting his pants.
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He understood what was needed from him, yet he could not lie.

He understood, yes he was the only witness, yet he could not lie.

He ran away from them, from their eyes, climbing steep stairs to find himself at last at a high window in an unheated attic of his uncle’s house on Roosevelt Street where never in his life had he been before, and so suddenly happy.

With his fingernails he scraped frost off the windowpane, then breathed on the glass, so that he could see out. Beyond snowy rooftops, beyond the descent of Irish Hill to the lake, were thick, swollen storm clouds at the horizon, above Lake Erie, where lightning winked and flashed with no sound.

Or maybe not lightning: the glow of the industrial sky, the tall fire-rimmed smokestacks of U.S. Steel, Union City Rubber, the chemical refining plants, floodlit high-tension power lines. It was dusk, quickly darkening to night, the boundaries between earth, lake, and sky were ambiguous. And he was drunk.

I can’t, he told them, again and again he’d told them, you don’t listen, I didn’t see it, and they said, You saw, Jerome, but you don’t remember, if you were standing by that window and looking out that window you saw, and he told them, his voice rising in despair, and in anger too, I didn’t, it was too dark, it happened too fast, don’t tell me what I saw.

And finally they gave up, the hell with it, and with him.

Not that they were angry with him really—an eleven-year-old kid who’d just lost his father. But they saw the futility of it, coaching Tim Corcoran’s son who was too much like Tim Corcoran, bulldog-stubborn, a mind once made up and not to be changed by persuasion.

Always he would remember their disappointment in him, adult male pity tinged with exasperation and disgust. Fuck you, he thought, wiping roughly at his eyes.

He thought, Would it bring my father back from the dead, if I lied?

Downstairs, two floors below, voices rose, beginning to get loud. Occasional laughter. A crowd of them jammed into the house, for the funeral dinner, so-called. It had begun shortly after 1 P.M. and was going strong, indeed gaining momentum, as the day too veered drunkenly to dark. Jerome, fatherless and motherless, had eluded his aunt’s anxious eye and accepted from his uncle a glass one-quarter filled with ale, dark, powerfully bitter, Tim’s favored drink, and many a man favored it, Twelve Horse Ale it was, a barrel of it brought over by Davy Kiernan who owned Seneca House Bar & Grill. He’d drunk it swiftly down and this pleased the men and Uncle Sean laughed and poured him another, this time half-full, and this too Jerome drank, a little more slowly yet not less purposefully.

Just like his old man, oh sweet fucking Christ.

Later, unwatched, he drank from glasses set down and forgotten, beer, ale, wine, whiskey, a giddy mix of tastes in the mouth and the surprise of fumes rising like twin white-hot wires through the nasal passages and up into the skull and the yet more profound astonishment of the sensation of heat, burning, going down, coating the throat with fire. He had little appetite for food (so much! a feast! the Corcoran women had prepared most of it but others from the neighborhood had brought a good deal too, the table in the dining room opened to its full length and warmly illuminated by both tall Christmas-red candles and the Irish crystal chandelier overhead, bowls of food, steaming casseroles, roast beef and leg of lamb and a gigantic roast turkey and an enormous Virginia ham, loaves of freshly baked bread) but the appetite for drink, he quickly discovered, had no need to be stimulated: it stimulated itself, a thirst that grew in intensity even as it was seemingly satisfied.

Through Irish Hill and no doubt through much of Union City in those frigid waning days of 1959 there were few topics of conversation other than the murder of Timothy Patrick Corcoran, the newspapers too were full of it, even among the man’s detractors there was a keen sense of loss and outrage and an impatience that would grow as police reported they were questioning many people, there were indeed suspects, yet no arrests yet, for there were no eyewitnesses to the murder or thus far none had come forward. There were rumors that Tim Corcoran had been gunned down because he’d thumbed his nose, and publicly, at Al Fenske who was president of the Trade Union Council, everyone knew you did not challenge Fenske, or was it that Tim Corcoran had crossed the Teamsters too many times, and this publicly as well. Or had he reneged on a deal (this, Sean Corcoran furiously rejected) to pay off one of the mob-connected aides in Mayor Buck Glover’s administration after the City Council voted to award the contract for the addition to City Hall, the biggest local contract in years, to Corcoran Brothers Construction Co. . . . for the contract had gone to the Corcorans, as the Union City Journal had revealed in headlines, though their bid had not been the lowest, but, in a short list of six, second highest. (To which implied charge one of Buck Glover’s aides issued the statement: The Mayor knows that quality costs. A low bid means low-quality work.)

These things Jerome knew, and ran up the stairs to escape knowing. Carrying with him a bottle of Schlitz beer which boldly he’d opened in his aunt’s kitchen, for by late afternoon the crowd was such through the house, the very air porous with the bluish gray smoke of cigarettes and cigars, no one was likely to take notice of anything he did if he acted, not with childish subterfuge, but with adult purposefulness and authority.

In the attic he
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