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I used to be a nice guy, believe it or not. These days, your average nice guy wouldn’t be seen in the same county with me, but it wasn’t always that way. It just sort of crept up on me, and one day I looked around to discover that I’d become a hardened killer. By then I didn’t much care anymore—that’s what not being a nice guy means.
I didn’t put paid to my inner nice guy all at once, because that’s not how it works. I did, however, make a hell of a down payment the day I met Benedict and Lazzaro.
I guess I was about seventeen, and I was thinking black thoughts as I walked to my old man’s shop. The sky was a faultless blue, the sun shone benevolently down on all and sundry, and my hackles were up. Call me a pessimist, but in South Boston, days like that have always made me feel like God is saving up a real Old Testament–style smiting for later. Give me rain, give me screaming wind off the bay, give me sleet that comes in horizontal, driving so hard that it cuts skin, and I’ll relax, but give me a bit of sunshine and I’ll spend the whole day looking over my shoulder, waiting for the other shoe to drop.
That sense of unease boiled as I got closer to the shop. The usual afternoon foot traffic was too thin, and the closer I got, the thinner it got. I picked up my pace, assured myself that nothing was wrong, that I was overreacting, that everything was most assuredly fine—and then I started running.
I threw open the door to my old man’s butcher shop and dropped my backpack on the floor. There was nobody out front in the store—not a single customer, not my old man behind the counter, not Ma behind the register.
Something crashed in back, metal on concrete, and I heard my dad cry out.
I ran past the counter, banged open the door to the storage room, and lurched into the back just in time to see a heavy-browed cretin with a buzz cut and tiny, piglike eyes hurl my father across the room.
Dad saw me as he skidded across the floor. “Jimmy! Get out of here!” he gasped.
Self-preservation isn’t a strong instinct in my family. I charged the big bastard as he stomped across the floor toward my dad. I didn’t even make it halfway there. Another guy stepped out in front of me, moving in a swift blur. I didn’t see where the fist came from, only a sudden flash, and then I was on the ground.
It’s not like I’d never been in a fight—grow up in Southie, and fistfights are how you spend half your recreational time—but I hadn’t even dreamed of getting hit that hard before. It felt like the top of my head came off, and I lay there, twitching, the sight gone from my right eye and replaced with a throbbing purple smear.
The guy who decked me put his boot on my head and barked a couple of syllables in Russian. I didn’t know what the hell he’d said—“Shut up,” maybe, or “Hold still,” or the time-honored classic, “Fuck you”—but I held still. Somewhere behind me, Dad bounced off another wall.
“Where is money, fuckhead?” the ogre bellowed in heavily accented English. Dad muttered a reply or a protest, and then there were more noises.
I tried to move, but the guy standing on my head pushed harder, and I quit that real quick. They’ll stop soon, I told myself. They’re not gonna kill anybody. No percentage in that. I almost had myself convinced. The goddamn Russians came by every week for their protection money, and Dad paid up every time, even though it meant we lived closer and closer to the bone. Maybe the Russian goons had gotten squeezed from higher up, or God knows what else, but they’d showed up a day early this week. Of course Dad didn’t have all the money yet. It was all we could do to scrape it together on time, let alone a day early.
It wouldn’t do them any good to really hurt my old man, but the sounds were unbearable—meaty thuds and stifled screams—and they seemed to continue endlessly. I’d fallen facing the door, so I couldn’t even see what was going on. “This isn’t fair!” I said, and, miracle of miracles, the guy took his boot off my head.
And kicked me in the gut.
While I gasped and wheezed, the prick put his foot back on my head.
About then another guy came in through the door, a sharply dressed man with a nice jacket over an awful gold shirt. He twirled a baseball bat with unintelligible markings carved along its length, and any thoughts that this might still be okay vanished from my mind. These guys were going to do some permanent damage this time, I thought, maybe trash the whole place and put me and Dad in the hospital.
Turned out I hadn’t yet learned to appreciate the nuances of inter-gang warfare.
The thug standing on my head didn’t even move, he was apparently so intent on watching my dad get pulverized. The guy with the bat crossed the room in half a dozen easy steps, wound up, and bam! The pressure on my head disappeared and the thug went down like a sack of shit falling off a truck.
I flopped over, looking for my dad. The big guy was holding him up by his shirtfront, but at least the pounding had stopped. The big guy registered the newcomer and dropped my dad to the floor. He clenched fists the size of toasters.
I didn’t give the new guy much of a chance, baseball bat or no, but my bigger concern was my old man. I tried to get up and fell right back down, dizzy and shaking.
Then I saw the man who’d come in behind Southie’s answer to Ted Williams. Long black overcoat. Red scarf draped over his shoulders. Long, graying hair, and a thin, neatly groomed line of beard along the edge of his jaw. There was something casually ugly twisting in his eyes, like smoke rising from a burning corpse.
The big guy launched himself across the room, but the fight was over before it even started. The guy with the overcoat waved one hand in the air and mumbled something. There was a flash, too bright to look at, and the giant Russian dropped to the ground. He didn’t move.
I stared through the afterimage on my retinas.
“Goddamn Russians need to learn to stay off our turf,” the baseball-bat guy muttered to himself. He turned to Overcoat Guy and pointed at me. “This him?”
“Yes. Check on Mr. Pecatti.”
The guy with the bat went to help my dad get up, and Overcoat Guy walked over to me.
“Are you all right?” he asked.
“Yeah,” I said, still gaping up at him. “That was amazing. How did you do that?”
“Just tricks,” the guy said, but his faint grin suggested otherwise. “All easy stuff. Stuff you can learn, if you want. I’m Benedict.” He held out a hand.
I reached up and took it.
When I was a little kid, I talked to things. Probably all little kids do that at some point or other, but I had to get a bit older before I realized that when other kids talked to their toys, the toys seldom answered back.
Before these facts of life and others made themselves clear, though, I talked to everything. My blanket was an early favorite, as was a big yellow plastic dump truck I liked, but anything was fair game. It gave me a good feeling, and it was undeniably handy. I convinced the dining room table to walk over to the kitchen one day, so I could get up on the counter and play in the cabinet. I never lost things, because I’d sing little nonsense songs to them, and they’d sing back and help me find them. I heard Ma tell one of her girlfriends one day about me singing the blue dinosaur song. I think it went like this: “Blue blue dinosaur, where did you go? I want to play today, blue blue dinosaur,” or something equally clever. Ma said she walked in from hanging the laundry, and there I was walking in circles in the living room, singing the blue dinosaur song. She told her friend that it was the cutest thing, but in the middle of the third repetition, I stopped abruptly, stumbled on my stubby, four-year-old legs, turned a hundred and eighty degrees and ran straight to the couch, where I pulled off the cushions, pushed my arm all the way down in back, and pulled out a dust-covered blue triceratops. Ma laughed with her friend. “Ain’t that the funniest little game?” she asked.
Game, hell. I was looking for my damn blue dinosaur, and if it hadn’t answered me with an inane song of its own—“I’m over here, in the couch, please come over and get me out!”—I’d never have found it. Probably a good thing Ma didn’t see it that way.
Anyway, that all seemed normal to me at the time. Until Mister Bear came along, things only spoke when I spoke to them, and I didn’t think too much of it. Mister Bear, though—he was a special case. Looking back, I realize he wasn’t even a bear. I’m pretty sure he was a ratty Grover doll, but my aunt Carolina gave him to me when I was too young to know any better, and I promptly named him Mister Bear. Kids.
Mister Bear was my buddy. I took him with me everywhere, especially after my parents forcibly parted me from my other best buddy, my night-night. Bad enough I had to carry a ratty Grover everywhere, but dragging that tattered, dirt-stained blanket around with me all the time was too much for them to tolerate. Once I got to be three or so, they did what all parents do and took Night-Night away despite the tears, and did their best to cheer me up. I bet that works pretty well with most kids—the ones that can’t hear the blanket crying to them from the trash.
Ma says I spent weeks mourning, but I can’t remember that too well. I just remember that there was no way in hell I was going to let Mister Bear out of my sight after the great Night-Night tragedy. My folks tell me I took him with me to the dinner table, and I’d scream my head off if I couldn’t see him from my high chair. I slept with him, ate with him, and I have it on good authority that Mister Bear was there with me during every individual potty-training event. Best buds, like I said.
Remember how I said I convinced the table to stretch its legs one time? Well, it wasn’t too tough to make the same suggestion to Mister Bear, and, since he was a friendly sort, he obliged. He’d get up on those spindly, blue-fur-covered legs and totter around the room, singing with me, his gaping black Muppet-mouth flapping along with the words. I got a huge kick out of that. Sometimes I wonder if I’ve been that happy even once since then.
I’d dismiss the whole Mister Bear thing as the typical childhood imaginary friend thing if, one day, I hadn’t been bouncing on the couch with him, doing the Mister Bear dance, when Ma walked in. She took in the scene, her eyes got real wide, and she screamed. Then she fainted.
I started to cry, but Mister Bear put a stop to that.
“Your mom’s fine, Jimmy. She’ll be up in a minute,” he said, giving me that cockeyed stare of his.
I wiped my eyes with little fists. He’d never talked to me like that before. “What?”
“She’s fine. But we gotta be more careful. She’s not gonna understand, she sees me walking around and shit like that. That just don’t fit with the way she looks at the world.”
Ma groaned.
“Okay, Jimmy—here’s what you do. Just put me over on the other side of the couch so she don’t see me when she gets up, and go over by her. She probably won’t remember anything—she probably won’t want to remember anything, which will be good enough—and we ain’t gonna remind her. After this, though, boy-o, we gotta lay low. Got that?”
I guess I got it okay, because I followed the instructions. Ma got up, looked around the room with wild eyes, and, with no Mister Bear visible from where she stood, she told me she was going to lie down for a while.
After that, Mister Bear and I were a lot more cautious. Ma got real agitated when he was around, so I left him in my room instead of bringing him to dinner and all that, and I suppose my folks regarded that as a healthy sign.
I think Mister Bear kept me from getting in real trouble when I was a kid, and maybe kept my folks out of an asylum, too. He had lots of pretty good advice for me, that’s for sure, like the time he told me to stay put during all the yelling. I was probably six or seven by then, and Mister Bear was not in good shape, but he was my best friend just the same.
“Don’t go out there, Jimmy,” he said. He was sitting on the corner of my bed, leaning against the headboard and messing with the pink bulb of his nose.
I couldn’t make out the words, but there was a lot of shouting coming from my parents’ room. I hesitated at the door. “You sure?”
“Yeah.”
“What’s happening?”
“Your ma thinks your dad’s fucking the girl who works the counter, and she’s pissed.”
“Um. What does that mean?”
“Never mind. Just sit tight.” He rubbed at his nose again. “Goddammit, Jimmy, you about got my fucking nose tore off. I’m gonna look really stupid without a nose.”
And so it went. The shouting died down, eventually changing into other noises. I didn’t understand those, but Mister Bear said I would one day, and he assured me that they meant everything was going to be fine.
I got older and started spending time with other kids, and between my time away from the house and the need to “lay low,” as Mister Bear put it, we talked less and less. By the time I was twelve or so, he’d mostly stopped talking, and so had everything else. Still, I never lost anything, and sometimes I knew things I had no business knowing, as though somebody or something had whispered secrets in my ear.
I didn’t forget, though, and when Benedict helped me off the floor and gave me his cryptic promise— “Stuff you can learn, if you want”—I wasn’t surprised. It was like I’d been waiting for it for years.
“I’m Jimmy,” I said.
The guy with the baseball bat strutted over, my old man limping behind him. Dad tried on a smile, grimaced through split lips and a mouthful of blood, and nodded at Benedict and the other guy. “Thank you,” he said. He meant it, I could tell, but he said it haltingly all the same, and not just because his mouth was busted up. He wasn’t an idiot, and neither was I, and we both knew these kinds of favors weren’t really favors. He was probably wondering if the street tax had just gone up.
“You’re welcome,” Benedict said. He inclined his head toward the other guy. “Frankie, help Mr. Pecatti upstairs. He probably ought to lie down.”
Dad shot a frightened glance from Frankie to me to Benedict.
“It’s okay,” Benedict assured him. “I’m gonna talk with your son, and you’re gonna go lie down.”
Dad thrust out his chin, but his voice trembled as he spoke. “How much do you want?”
“We don’t want nothin’,” Frankie said. “We’re just sick and fucking tired of the goddamn Russians giving fine outstanding citizens a hard time.”
Nobody in the room believed that, but Dad looked down at the floor. “Sure,” he said. Frankie started to lead him away.
I took a step after, but Benedict’s voice stopped me. “No,” he said. One word, quiet as a drawn knife, but it got me to stop and turn around. “We need to talk, Jimmy,” Benedict said, and he fixed his blue-gray eyes on me. Again, I thought of something ugly coiling and twisting behind his gaze. I didn’t move.
“Yeah. Okay.”
He led me out front, back around the counter. He flipped the Open sign to Closed and locked the front door.
“Hey,” I said, “what about those Russian guys in back?”
“They won’t be up for a while,” Benedict said. “We’ve got time.” He stepped away from the windows, walking around me so he could see out if he looked past me. I kinda wished he would look past me—it felt like he was giving me some kind of inspection with that unflinching, unblinking stare. I tried to stare back at him, but I lasted about half a second. I was seventeen years old, and this guy scared the hell out of me.
“You’re gonna be all right, Jimmy,” he said. “Your father, too.”
“Yeah, I know how that works,” I mumbled, staring at a spot on the floor between Benedict’s feet.
“I don’t think you do,” Benedict said. “Look at me when I’m talking to you.” I dragged my eyes back up to meet his and wished my heart would quiet the fuck down so I would be sure not to miss anything he said. I got the impression he was a man who didn’t like to repeat himself.
“You don’t know anything about how this works,” he continued, “but I’m going to tell you. We’re gonna look out for this neighborhood. We’re gonna look out for your father, especially. Nobody’s gonna mess with him again. We’re gonna do this little service free of charge.” He paused to make sure he had my complete attention. He did. “You’re going to learn a few things from me.”
I summoned the last shred of that old street-fighting courage I could find. “What if I don’t want to?” It was a dumb question, without even any real intent behind it. I was in, all the way in, already. Had been since he’d helped me off the floor, really, but it seemed like I oughta make an effort to let him know I wasn’t the kind of guy he could push around, while he was pushing me around.
“Frankie and I will get out of your hair and leave you in peace.”
Ha. That was pretty funny, I thought. They probably would, and in ten minutes or an hour a couple of very pissed-off Russian gentlemen would wake up and pick up where they’d left off. Or I could call the cops before then, which would be a hand-engraved invitation for an even worse shitstorm the day after said Russian gentlemen made bail.
Still, I hesitated. “Why me?”
Benedict didn’t even answer that question, just gave me a hard look that said I should quit being a fucking moron.
“How’d you find me?”
“Lots of hard work,” Benedict said. “But if I found you, others can too, just as soon as they take the trouble to look.” The implication was clear—these “others” would be much less friendly to me and mine.
“Yeah,” I said. “I’m in.”
Benedict took off a glove, and we sealed the deal with a handshake, skin on skin.
“Now go on in and check on your father. Frankie and I will take care of the guys in back. I’ll be around to see you tomorrow.”
Benedict was waiting for me at the shop the next day. He said a few nice words to my old man, kissed Ma’s hand, and bought a few pounds of sausage. The whole time, my old man never looked up at him once.
I followed Benedict out. He got in the back of a black Cadillac that idled at the curb. I stood for a moment, looking down the street. Two-story buildings of dull red brick lined the street, many just apartments, others with little shops on the ground floor and apartments on top. Farther east, the apartment buildings turned into little cracker-box houses full of people I’d grown up with, lots of whom stopped by my old man’s shop every day. I could name everyone on the street, and they all knew who I was. I wondered what they’d think, seeing me get in a car like this.
I got in the car, and the driver pulled smoothly away.
We rode in silence, and I looked out the window with mounting unease. There are parts of Southie that are more or less safe, there are parts you wouldn’t want to take your girl after dark, and there are parts you wouldn’t want to go armed with eight or ten of your meanest buddies even in broad daylight. Looked to me like Benedict’s driver was taking us to one of the last category, which didn’t do much to make my gut stop squirming. I didn’t think Benedict would have gone to all this trouble just to kill me and dump my body in a place nobody would notice, but it didn’t give me a nice warm and squishy feeling either. Maybe it was gonna be some kind of test. That was also not reassuring.
We rolled down past the housing projects, past the unemployed and shiftless hanging out on their stoops, and into an area where folks didn’t stay outside at all. Less than twenty minutes from my house, and it was like a different planet. The car pulled up in front of a six-story red brick apartment building that was only standing due to raw absentmindedness on the part of gravity. I wished the driver would pull forward a hundred feet or so, just in case gravity suddenly remembered.
“Home sweet home,” Benedict said.
“You live here?” I asked, but he was already out of the car and walking toward the entrance.
I scrambled after him, trying not to freak out as the Caddy rolled away and stranded me.
Benedict unlocked the door, and I followed him into a cramped lobby. The lights were busted out, and the only illumination came through the bars on the windows. To the left, a stairwell disappeared up into the gloom. Benedict started up the stairs before I could ask him anything or even get my bearings, and I followed.
No lights on any floor, not even emergency lights. At each landing, there was a door to the main hall, each with a small rectangular window crosshatched with steel wire, a blank eye looking onto darkness beyond.
Six flights of stairs, and by the top I was wheezing like I’d been smoking three packs a day for twenty years. “Does . . . Does anybody . . . live in this building?” I asked when we stopped.
“I do,” Benedict said. I noted with satisfaction that he was a little winded, though not as badly as me.
The door on this landing was made of dark, whorled wood, utterly unlike the institutional gray doors on the other floors. He waved his hands over it. The knob turned easily in his hand, and we went inside.
Stepping into Benedict’s home was an intimidating experience. I’d never been anywhere like it. Polished wood gleamed on the walls and floor, and slick leather chairs crouched in the middle of the living room. Wide doorways opened onto other spaces—a dark space on the right, the steel and white of a modern kitchen on the left, and what appeared to be an enormous library straight ahead. I would later learn that Benedict’s suite took up the whole top floor of the building.
Benedict hung his overcoat on a rack near the door and walked into the living room. I followed hesitantly, nervous that I was going to track dirt over that immaculate space. The air was filled with the scent of herbs—rosemary, I thought, and an acrid smell I couldn’t place. Under that, something foreign but foul churned faintly. I wrinkled my nose.
“There are things you need to know, Jimmy,” Benedict said. “Sit.”
I sat gingerly in one of the leather monsters, again worried I’d leave a stain somehow. Being in Benedict’s apartment was just like wearing my Sunday best, only in reverse.
“You live in a bad part of town,” he said. I bit back the obvious retort. “The Irish ran it for a while, and that probably wasn’t so bad, but now the Russians have a piece, and that piece keeps getting bigger. You don’t need me to tell you how bad that could get.”
No, I really didn’t. Dad was a mess, and I had a purple-black bruise the size of a grapefruit on the side of my head and another covering my midsection, and that was just them warming up, I was sure. It was a tight neighborhood—I’d known everybody on my street my whole life—and we tended to look after our own, but we were basically civilized in a way that the gangsters were not. Almost everybody who didn’t work down at the Gillette plant owned or worked in a little local shop, and those folks were terrorized. It was already getting plenty bad.
Benedict stroked his mustache. “We think there’s a lot of opportunity in your neighborhood, and the boss in Providence gave us the go-ahead to move in. That’ll be good for the neighborhood—and for an enterprising young man like you.”
I wasn’t sure how enterprising I was, but I figured he was going to get to the good part any time now.
He leaned forward, narrowing his eyes. “So tell me what you can do, Jimmy. Do you burn things? Find things? Hear people from far away? How much have you figured out on your own?”
“I find things,” I said. My pulse quickened, and I realized this was the first time I’d ever been able to talk to anyone about it. “They talk to me sometimes—used to be a lot, but not so much anymore. And, yeah, sometimes they tell me stuff about other people, about stuff I can’t see. I used to be able to convince them to do stuff.”
He threw a cushion across the room. It spun on the floor and stopped in the corner. “Make that fly over here.”
“Um. I haven’t done anything like that for a long time.”
He was out of his chair in a blink, and his open hand connected with my face with a loud crack. It sounded worse than it was, but it pissed me off, and I started up out of the chair.
He planted his hand in the center of my chest and pushed me right back down. He was a thin guy, but a lot stronger than he looked.
“Listen up, Jimmy. When your superiors give you an order, you don’t question. You don’t bitch. You don’t even say anything—you just get right on it. You and I will have a different relationship than that, in time, but forgetting that rule with others is a good way to end up hanging on a meat hook in your father’s freezer. I’m telling you this for your own good—you never want to show any disrespect. Do you understand?”
I understood that my face stung and that Benedict was showing himself to be the asshole I expected him to be, but I nodded.
“Now, the cushion.”
It was a good thing my face was already red from the slap, because I could feel heat rushing to my cheeks from embarrassment. It had been a long time since I’d done anything like this—and I’d never done it in front of anybody before.
I mumbled something. The cushion didn’t move. Christ. If the cushion was going to hear me, Benedict would as well. Fucking humiliating.
I chanced a glance up at him. His eyes were hard, impatient. I looked back at the cushion.
“Hey, hey, little cushion, fly on over here,” I sang, improvising the melody, and I swear it felt like my cheeks and forehead were going to ignite, embarrassment burning me to cinders right where I sat. “Fly on over here, fly on over here.”
Like I said, it had been a long time, and the last time I tried anything of the kind, I got it to work with dumb little songs. Hey, I was seven fucking years old.
The cushion hitched toward me a few inches, then stopped.
God damn it. I made sure not to look at Benedict. Second verse, same as the first. I sang that idiotic song a few more times. The cushion didn’t fly, but it dragged itself over, using its corners like paws. After three or four refrains, it reached my feet. A little thrill ran through my body, despite the foolishness of the whole ordeal, and I picked up the cushion and handed it to Benedict.
He was biting his bottom lip, his cheeks all pinched in, tiny globules of tears forming at the corners of his eyes, and as soon as I met his gaze, he exploded with laughter. “Oh Jesus, Jimmy, you’re gonna be some tough guy like that!” he said once he found spare breath, and that set him off again.
A second later, I was laughing with him.
“All right,” Benedict said when we’d finished. “You got a lot to learn, so let’s get started.”
“I don’t want you goin’ back there,” my old man said. He was looking at my hand or the doorknob or some damn thing—hadn’t looked me in the face for the week or so I’d been going to Benedict’s.
“Huh?”
“You heard me.” I hadn’t, not over the squawk and blather of the evening news Ma had turned up so she could hear it as she walked between the kitchen and the living room on a series of targeted tidying errands, but it wasn’t hard to get the idea.
“Dad, I . . .” How to explain it to him? “I don’t think that would be smart.”
Ma stopped in the kitchen doorway and crossed her arms. Dad was all heart and no brains, and Ma knew it. Her eyes held a distant melancholy, but she knew the score, and I took strength from that.
I squared my shoulders. “I heard Mr. Peluso got put in the hospital yesterday.” There’d be a reckoning for that, too. Mr. Peluso ran the corner store down the block, he was seventy-five years old, and somebody’d come by and broken three of his ribs for God knows what reason. Just thinking about it made me so angry I could hear my heart pound in my ears.
Dad nodded. He knew. Everybody knew.
I continued, though. “You know the Russians will be back one of these days. What do you want me to do? Wait around so I can watch you get the shit kicked out of you again?”
Dad moved his head away from me, and I glanced back at Ma. I could see the anger in her eyes—I probably shouldn’t have said “shit,” she didn’t like that kind of talk—but she didn’t interrupt. Dad didn’t have much to say, either, since his face was still all bruised and cut up from the Russians’ last visit.
“Dinner’ll be in the fridge when you get home,” Ma said, and that was the end of it. I left my old man standing on the living room rug, lost, and looking much older than his forty years.
The car was waiting for me downstairs, out front of the shop, and I got in without a word. It was just me and the driver—Benedict had given me the driver’s number, and he came by whenever I called—and I didn’t feel much like talking. That short confrontation with my old man had put me off my feed.
Some wiseass once said everybody’s got two reasons for doing the things they do—a good reason, and the real reason. I’d given my folks the good reason for going to see Benedict, and that would be enough, but I wondered about the real reason. I hadn’t learned much from Benedict, not yet, but even the little things I had picked up made me feel like the whole universe was opening up at my feet. No, it was more than that. The dumb rhymes and songs I got by with before were a half-assed way of doing things, and when Benedict got me straightened out, it was a hell of a rush. Each time I did even the smallest magic, it was like the first time I’d made it past second base with a girl, that crazy intense feeling of oh, THIS is how everything fits together, this is what completes me—not that I could explain that to my folks. Ma would kill me for the analogy alone—and she’d want to know who the little tramp was—and Dad wouldn’t get it. Couldn’t get it, if Benedict was to be believed.
It nagged at me, but I tried not to worry about it. I mean, jeez, there was a good reason, regardless of anything else. If that was enough for my folks, it ought to be good enough for me, right?
Benedict and another guy were waiting in the long shadow of Benedict’s tenement when we pulled up. The car had barely stopped, and the two men got in, Benedict in front and the other guy in next to me.
“You remember Frankie Lazzaro, right, Jimmy?” Benedict asked me.
“Sure. Handy guy with a baseball bat,” I said. Lazzaro grinned. I didn’t like him there, and I didn’t know what we were doing. Usually, I went up to Benedict’s and he taught me a few things, and that was it. Now this Lazzaro guy was here, and we were going God-knew-where, and I wanted to ask what was going on just slightly less than I wanted to avoid getting popped in the mouth for asking questions.
I kept my mouth shut.
We stopped in front of a one-story building that a sign proclaimed to be the Palazzo, but natural human instinct would have guessed to be more of an inverted bomb crater. I’m not as religious as Ma, but I’m not too proud to admit I crossed myself before following Benedict and Lazzaro into that shithole.
Thanks to a thousand movies, when you think of a Mafia social club, you might think of a swanky gentlemen’s club, all dark wood paneling and fancy but subdued lights, tables near the walls where slick guys in designer suits lounge around smoking cigars and telling lies about their last big jobs. Or maybe you think of a strip club—you can almost see the camera shot right between some leggy broad’s ankles, pole on the right, looking down on a dark floor where a handful of good-looking guys in nice jackets drink expensive drinks and tell lies about their last big jobs.
Maybe some of them are like that. I wouldn’t know. This place was dark and smoky, there were puddles of black water in the corners, and, thanks to the corrugated metal roof and walls, the world’s worst echoes raced around the room, ringing my head like a doorbell. There were half a dozen sweaty fat guys in expensive threads telling lies about their last big jobs, though—I have to give it that.
Some guys got up and kissed Benedict on the cheeks while I stood around trying to avoid attracting any attention.
“Who’s the shrimp?” some loud bastard asked, and, just like that, I got my first official mob nickname. In less time than it takes to scratch your ass, I became Jimmy the Shrimp. I almost groaned out loud as it went around the room. You can tell when these things will stick. Great, I thought. When you hear that a guy like Tony the Hatchet is looking for you, you fucking leave town. When you have a meeting with Jimmy the Shrimp, you’re more likely to ask “Scampi or cocktail?”
In short order I got introduced to everyone, and, remembering Benedict’s warning about showing disrespect, I tried my damnedest to etch all their names in my memory. There was a guy named Sam, two Joeys—Left Foot Joey and Joey the Slob—a guy named Patsy, and Big George and Tinkerbell. Big George’s nickname wasn’t very clever, but it sure was appropriate—he looked like he’d passed six foot at age ten and hadn’t looked down that far since, and he was built like a forklift. Tinkerbell—most everybody just called him Tink—was clearly my toughest competition for worst nickname. I don’t know how the hell he got stuck with that one. He was a balding, weasely little guy, way too fond of plaid, and he squinted at everything. I never did learn his real name, first or last.
After the intros, Big George and Tink went back to shooting pool, and the other four invited Benedict to sit down and play cards. There wasn’t a chair for me or Lazzaro, so we just stood near the bar and watched. This went on for approximately forever, and I could tell Lazzaro was getting pissed off. He stepped from one foot to the other, clenched and unclenched his fists, ground his teeth. He wasn’t much older than me, and I guess he was ticked about having to sit—so to speak—at the kids’ table.
It didn’t bother me any, other than boring me out of my skull. Any anxiety I had was long gone. After Joey the Slob’s seventh or tenth improbable story about his conquests in the sack, they all started to run together, and even the occasional interruption by one of the other guys, usually in the form of spouting further bullshit about jobs they pulled, didn’t help much.
“What are we doing?” I finally asked Lazzaro.
“Fuckin’ waiting. What’s it look like?”
“Looks like we’re sitting on our thumbs.”
That got a sharp bark of laughter out of him. “Yeah. That’s about right.” He checked his watch. “Probably some time in the next couple hours, somebody’ll come along with a message for Benedict, and then we’ll go help him do whatever it is needs doing. Until then . . .” He rolled his eyes.
“Uh, what sort of thing needs doing? Usually?”
Lazzaro put a fist in front of his mouth and stifled a yawn. “Who knows?” He gave me a sly grin. “I don’t guess you’ll have to kill anybody tonight, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
“I ain’t worried,” I said.
Another grin. “Sure.”
The conversation died there. I stuck my hands in my pockets and leaned against the bar. A couple of hours. Jeez. Over at the card table, Patsy spun out a tall tale that ended with him sawing somebody’s arm off with a dull hacksaw. Apparently the arm just wouldn’t come off, and it took “like twenty minutes of fuckin’ sawin’—I thought my fuckin’ arm was gonna come off by the end of it.” He finished his story to uproarious laughter, and I was suddenly glad I’d skipped dinner. My stomach turned over and flopped around like a drunk falling down a flight of stairs. Benedict caught my eye and one of his eyebrows went up slightly, but I couldn’t tell if he was asking if I was okay or asking if I was chicken. Maybe both.
I looked away and walked over to the pool table. What are you doing here, Jimmy? I wondered. Up until then, I’d looked at this whole thing as a way to keep my old man from getting pounded into oblivion, to keep the shop open, and to play with magic, but now I was hanging out in a room full of guys for whom sawing somebody’s arm off was just an irritating chore in a night’s work. Eventually, maybe in a few minutes or hours, I was going to have to do something really bad. Was I prepared for that?
“Hey, I want next game,” I said to Big George. Playing pool had to be better than working myself up while I waited for . . . whatever.
Big George’s block-shaped head swiveled around, and he made a show of looking over my head. “Who’s talkin’?”
“Come on,” I said. “I want winner.”
He finally “noticed” me. “Hey, Tink,” he said, “you know any made guys from the kindergarten?”
“Don’t think so.”
“Then who the fuck’s this kid, thinks he can talk to me?”
The weasely guy, Tink, grinned. “Just a dumb kid. You gonna give him your stick after I get done wiping the floor with you, or what?”
Big George laughed, and he clapped me on the back, giving me a surprisingly warm smile. “I’m out three hundred bucks already tonight, kid. You want the next one, you can have it.”
Three balls later, Big George was done, and he handed me his cue.
“It’s fifty bucks a game, kid,” Tink told me.
“Uh . . .”
“I’ll spot you this time,” Big George said. “You can owe me, if you lose.”
This night kept getting better and better. I’d never owed a mobster before, and while that didn’t sound like a smart idea, they were both staring at me. “Sure,” I said.
Winner got to break, in keeping with mob tradition of kicking losers while they’re down. Tink sank four balls before I even got a turn. I wondered how seriously a guy like Big George took fifty bucks. Surely he wouldn’t break my arm over fifty bucks, not the way he threw around cash.
Still, it didn’t pay to mess around, so I cheated like hell. Benedict hadn’t taught me much, but I knew enough already to be able to nudge a few pool balls around with only a muttered incantation under my breath, instead of busting out into nursery rhymes in front of the guys.
Benedict caught my eye from the other table after the first little shove and gave me another of his inscrutable expressions. I put the ball in and moved to the next one.
It was a good effort, but Tink was a hell of a pool player, and if I made it any more obvious that I was cheating, I’d probably get the beating of my life. He won by two balls, just as Benedict came over.
“Time to go,” Benedict said. “We have a job to do.”
I handed the cue back to Big George and started to leave.
“Vig on that fifty is ten bucks a week,” Big George said. I had no idea if he was joking or not.
“This should be easy,” Benedict said. We stood across the street from a pawn shop. Guitars hung by their necks like dead convicts in the window, a stack of useless electronic shit piled up below them. What did anybody need a VCR for these days? Or a Betamax, for God’s sake?
Benedict walked through the alley, around to the back, and Lazzaro and I followed.
“A bookie with the Russians owns this place,” Benedict said. “Tomorrow, he’s gotta pay up, which means tonight his safe is full. We can fix that.”
I guess somewhere way back in my head the conscience of a nice, formerly law-abiding citizen was yammering about something, but it was way in back. The rest of me was surprisingly okay with this. Any dollar we took here was a dollar the Russians didn’t get—it made us stronger, made them weaker. Two for the price of one. And, like Lazzaro said, we weren’t going to kill anybody.
“Fuck it,” I mumbled.
“What’s that?” Lazzaro asked.
“Nothing.”
The door to the back office was a slab of gray metal, dented and battered but strong-looking all the same.
“All right, my students. What’s the best way to get through a locked door like this?” Benedict asked. That was the first I’d heard of Lazzaro being one of Benedict’s students, and it surprised me.
Lazzaro glanced up the alley. There was no one. “Fire spell. Melt the lock, and we’re in.”
Benedict scowled and shook his head. “Jimmy?”
“Uh . . . Maybe talk to the lock? See if we can convince it to open up?”
“No,” he said. His eyes were shadowed, but something about the wrinkles at their edges seemed oddly somber. He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a little bundle of oily cloth. “Lockpicks,” he said.
I remembered what he’d told me about asking questions, but I didn’t get it. Lockpicks seemed so crude. “Huh?” I said.
He didn’t get angry, but his voice was stern. “Don’t ever use magic when a mundane solution will work. It leaves traces, for one thing. For another, there’s a cost. Always a cost.”
The sudden dark note in his voice worried me. “What cost?”
“We’ll talk about it another time,” he said. “For now, just remember.”
He fiddled with the lock for a few minutes while Lazzaro looked on, arms crossed and a “Do you believe this crap?” expression on his face. I puzzled over the question of cost. I would definitely follow up on that later, Benedict’s policy on questions be damned.
I grinned as Benedict opened the door—and then my heart lurched as the alarm went off. It must have been a relatively quiet beeping sound, but it seemed like an air raid siren in the quiet night. Benedict stepped calmly inside and punched a few numbers on a keypad, and the noise cut off.
“Jesus,” I said. “How’d you know the code?”
“I know a guy. Come on.”
I crossed the threshold with my heart still trying to kick a hole in my chest. Yellow street light filtered past the clutter of stuff in the front windows, past the scattered crap resting on tables and standing on the floor—a push lawnmower, a slumped and broken easy chair—and faded to nothing by the time it got back here. I couldn’t help but imagine a big Russian ogre leaping out of the darkness and pummeling me into a broken heap.
Lazzaro pushed past me. I followed him in, and my dread dimmed somewhat, partly replaced by the illicit thrill of trespass. If I didn’t get caught and pummeled here, this would be as good as walking right up to that big bastard and giving him the finger. Maybe better. I stepped around a shelf loaded with silver-white lumps, indistinct in the dimness.
Benedict found the office door and opened it. It was really dark back there, so he got out a flashlight as we went into the cramped space. He got me and Lazzaro to push a heavy filing cabinet aside, revealing a heavy-duty wall safe.
“I can’t crack this,” Benedict said. “Jimmy, open it.”
Half a dozen protests leaped into my mind—But I don’t know how! Can’t Frankie do it? and What about the cost? for starters—but, after the episode with the cushion, I knew how far that would get me.
I whispered to the lock, a simple movement incantation Benedict had taught me. The incantation wasn’t quite right, though—I can’t quite explain how. It was like it had jagged edges where it needed to be smooth, or something like that. I varied the rhythm, substituted a few words, running mostly on intuition. I had a knack for improvisation, for sussing out how a thing was supposed to go, even if I didn’t quite have the tools handy, Benedict had told me. I hoped he was right. At any rate, the tumblers started to spin, and a buzzing excitement built in me, starting in the center of my body and building, radiating to my fingertips.
My breath came faster as the shape of the incantation revealed itself to me, as the lock itself muttered and hissed its secrets. I changed a word here, chanted louder there, the energy building and the hidden pattern of locking and binding unfolding before me. A tremor of something like ecstasy coursed through my body, and—
A sizzling bolt of blue-white electricity blasted forth from the safe. It hit me dead center in the chest, knocking me to the ground, and I jumped and jittered as that crazy lightning arced from the safe to my body. I was dimly aware that my clothes had caught fire.
Benedict barked a harsh syllable and made a gesture with his hand, and the electricity stopped, cut off as if by a switch. Another gesture and the fire on my chest blinked out.
“Shit!” Benedict swore. “Shit! Frankie, help him up. We need to go.”
Lazzaro started to reach for me, but I pushed myself up. “I—I think I’m okay,” I said, though my hands shook and I was still having a hard time breathing.
Benedict opened the safe. He varied the incantation too fast for me to follow, but there was a popping sound and a whiff of ozone at one point, and I understood that he’d disabled some kind of magical trap or barrier.
He pulled the contents of the safe into a bag. “Go!” he said. “Go, go, go!”
We ran out the back, Lazzaro pulling me as I staggered. A block down, the car and driver waited for us. We piled in and sped off.
Benedict turned around in the front seat and inspected me. “You okay?”
“Yeah. I think so.”
“You did well,” he said.
“What happened?” I asked.
“Trap,” he said. His forehead creased, and his eyes were troubled. “Looks like Old Man Chebyshev has got himself a new wizard.”
I didn’t like the sound of that. Not one bit.
I slipped into the apartment at about a quarter to two. The lights were out, but I knew my way around.
“You okay, Jimmy?” Ma said. She sounded tired.
“Jeez, Ma, you scared the heck out of me. What are you doing up?” I couldn’t see her, not really, just a vague light shape on the end of the couch.
“Worrying.”
I was suddenly grateful for the darkness. I hadn’t had a change of clothes, so the front of my shirt was mostly a hole with crispy black edges. Hopefully Ma wouldn’t turn the lights on.
“Nothing to worry about,” I said, thinking that was easily the biggest lie I’d told my mother since telling her I was staying after school with Fuzzy Betts to study and sneaking off with Judy Alia instead.
She hadn’t believed me then, either. “Sure,” she said.
“Night, Ma.”
“Good night.”
I went down the hall to my room, shut the door, and turned on the lamp. Benedict had handed me a paper sack when I’d got out of the car, no explanation. I now emptied the bag on the bed.
Ten or so banded stacks of twenties tumbled out onto my sheets. With trembling fingers, I counted four thousand dollars. It was more money than I’d ever even seen in one place.
“Holy shit,” I said. I sat down just before my legs gave out.
The rigors of Boston’s public school system seemed a hell of a lot less rigorous the next day. It’s tough to keep education in perspective when you’ve just made four thousand bucks for a few hours’ work, when you’ve spent an evening hanging with the hardest bastards in Boston, and when you’ve had the piss zapped out of you by the magic of your enemies. I stepped through the paces, but already I wondered if my school days weren’t drawing to a close. Ma would kill me. My grades weren’t top of the class or anything, but I probably could get into a halfway decent college if I tried. If I did, I’d be the first in the family. That would beat Southie tradition of dock work, factory work, or the army, but I was starting to think I might be able to do better than that still.
I left after the last bell, blew off my friends, who had already begun to seem like children to me, kids I had little or nothing in common with, and went straight home. Benedict had told me to expect his driver to be there when I got done with school, and I was pretty anxious to see him. I had a lot of questions.
I turned on to our block, and Benedict’s Cadillac was parked out front. I walked faster.
Then the blue-and-white rolled up, pulling in right behind the Caddy. No sirens or anything, but Benedict’s driver suddenly remembered somewhere he had to be, and the Cadillac drove off.
I put my head down and headed for the shop, pretending not to see the cop car, trying not to even look at the Cadillac as it turned off our street. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the two cops get out of their car. I thought of the four grand I had stashed in my sock drawer. They’d need a search warrant or something, right?
“Hey, Jimmy!” one of them said, and my hand fell away from the shop door. I turned around.
“Hey, Kit,” I said. She frowned at me. I had the hardest time remembering that she liked to be called Officer Truman when she was on duty. Up until last year she’d been just another of the girls who lived on the street, a few years older than me, and a sort of unofficial big sister of half the kids on the block. God knew she’d babysat for most of us at one point or another, walked us to school, and generally kept us out of trouble until we got too big to keep from finding trouble when we really wanted to. And then, just last year, she got her spot with the Boston PD. She still lived right down the street with her folks, only now she patrolled the neighborhood, too. I should have known she’d see me coming and going, but what can I say? I was new at all this.
Her partner, Eddie Donnelly, slouched against the car and leered at me. I hated that fucking guy. I think nobody’d ever told him the seventies had ended, what with the big sunglasses and the Freddie Mercury ’stache and all. That’s not why I hated him, though—he just creeped me out. I guess the ’stache didn’t really help with that. “What’s goin’ on, Jimmy?” he asked. “Keeping your nose clean?”
“Yeah.”
Kit walked toward me. She had her cop expression fastened in place, so I couldn’t read her face at all. It was a weird thing. I could still remember how much I liked to look at her in the summer when it got hot out, but now she had the cop face, the cop gun, and the cop uniform. I wondered if I’d ever see her pretty legs again, and I decided no, probably not. Even then I knew we were headed in radically different directions.
“What are you into, Jimmy?” she asked.
I shrugged. I couldn’t seem to look her in the face when she had her cop expression on.
“I mean it,” she said. “I seen you get in this guy’s car every day for the last week. You know whose car that is?”
Another shrug. It felt weird to be accosted by Kit this way—it was like she wasn’t Kit anymore, but A Cop, and it seemed like I could feel everybody in the neighborhood staring out their windows at me. Look, everybody. Jimmy’s in trouble with the cops!
She didn’t let up. “According to the DMV, it’s owned by a little old Italian lady from over on Bacon Street. I haven’t seen any old ladies driving around in it, though. What do you suppose that means?”
“I dunno, Kit. What’s it mean?”
“You know those Mafia guys. They never own anything in their own name, on account of RICO.”
I tried to look hurt. “Nice. I’m Italian, so that means I’m in the mob, right? That’s great, Kit. Nice police work.”
Her cop face didn’t budge. “These aren’t people you want to hang around. They’re trouble.”
I didn’t know if that was a threat or what, but that immobile, porcelain face ignited something low and mean inside me. “What kind of trouble are we talking about? Like maybe the kind where somebody comes and stomps on my old man’s face? Cuz that’s the kind of trouble we were in last week, and I sure didn’t see no cops around.”
That cracked her armor, and a faint line of worry scrawled itself across her forehead. “If you’re in trouble—”
“If I’m in trouble I can call you guys, and you can make sure somebody comes out in time to bag the bodies and mark the crime scene correctly—or maybe I can start finding ways to look after my own.”
“Don’t do this,” Kit said. “You have no idea what you’re getting into.”
I crossed my arms.
“I’m watching you, shithead,” Donnelly said, and he got in the car. Kit looked like she was about to say something, but she turned away, too.
I went inside.
It was three days before Benedict sent his driver around for me again. I called several times using the prepaid cell phone he’d given me, but nobody answered, and I started to worry that he thought I had something to do with the cops showing up on the doorstep. When I saw the car parked in front of the shop on the third day, I didn’t even try to be cool about it—I ran over and got in. The driver didn’t have anything to say, as usual, and we went directly to Benedict’s place.
I knocked on the polished wooden door, and Benedict let me in.
“I didn’t tell them anything,” I began, but Benedict cut me off with a wave.
“I know,” he said. It didn’t occur to me to ask how he knew—a guy like Benedict must have had a thousand ways of finding stuff like that out. “Sit down. We need to talk about a few things.”
I sat, and he walked to the liquor cabinet and started pouring himself a drink. “First things first,” he said over his shoulder. “You owe me two thousand dollars.”
“Huh?”
“That’s how it works. You’re my guy, I get half of what you earn. Joey the Slob gets half of what I make. The boss in Providence gets half of what the Slob makes. Fish fish fish.”
“Oh.” I relaxed. That wasn’t anything to get worked up about. I’d have two thousand left, which was still more money than I’d made in my whole life up till then. “How come you didn’t just take it off the top?”
“You got your fair cut for the job, and it’s up to you to decide what to do with it. You gotta learn one day, so we’ll start now.” He came over and sat down, nursing a couple of fingers of whiskey. “Every Friday, I’ll expect half of what you made for the week—and never less than a thousand.”
I couldn’t have heard that right. “A thousand? Dollars?”
“Every Friday.”
“That’s, uh, that’s a lot of money.”
He sipped his drink. “It only seems that way. You’ll start getting in on regular jobs, start finding your own, and you’ll be fine. I don’t have to tell you what happens if you don’t pay, or if I find out you’ve been holding out on me, do I?”
“No, sir.” I didn’t know the details, but a general idea was more than enough.
“All right,” he said, and he leaned back in his chair, the leather creaking softly under him. “So. You’ve got questions. Go ahead and ask.”
Boy, did I ever have questions. I wasn’t sure how long his patience would last, though, so I went straight for the one I’d been poking and prodding ever since the job.
“The cost. You said there was a cost, every time we use magic.”
“That I did.”
He had a grim set to his jaw, and I wondered if I really wanted to know. After a moment’s hesitation, though, I pressed ahead. “What is it?”
Benedict knocked back half of his drink and turned the glass in his hand, contemplating it. Then he knocked back the other half and got up for the bottle. He poured another drink, but he left this one on the table in front of him for now.
“We were going to get there, eventually,” he said, “but now’s as good a time as any. You and I have talked about ways to control magic, ways to shape the energy, but did you ever think about where that energy comes from?”
“I thought it was just, you know—magic.” That sounded lame, but it was the truth.
He reached toward the glass, but before touching it, he let his hand fall to his knee, limp, like a dead thing. “Let me ask it another way. What, exactly, do you think you’re talking to when you convince a lock to open or a cushion to move across the floor?”
“I dunno. Like, the Force or something.”
A sour grin turned up the corner of Benedict’s mouth. He shook his head. “I’m going to let you in on a little secret. You’re not going to like it, and you’re not going to want to believe it, but a lot of things will make sense once you accept it.”
Again, I wondered if I really wanted to know. But it was too late now.
“You can’t do magic,” Benedict said, and before I could argue, he added, “and neither can I. Nobody can. Not directly. We use . . . intermediaries.”
I didn’t like the sound of that at all. The room behind me seemed darker than it had, the strange-familiar smells of Benedict’s apartment too strong. “Intermediaries?” I repeated dumbly.
“When you ask a lock to open, you’re really asking another entity to go open the lock. Your language shapes the request and the terms of the contract.”
The word “contract” bothered me. “When you say ‘entity,’ you’re really talking about—”
“A demon,” Benedict said. “Magic is little more than a dirty backroom deal with the universe, and demons broker the deals.”
That’s crazy, I wanted to say. Instead I squeezed my fists in my lap. “You don’t really mean like a demon demon, right? Like, from Hell?”
Benedict waited a long time before replying. Then he leaned forward, meeting my eyes. “I mean an intrinsically evil entity from a very bad place that is not here. Call it what you like. Every time you do magic, you call forth a demon to do something you can’t, to move something you can’t reach, channel energy you can’t create, or bring you information you couldn’t know otherwise.”
As soon as he mentioned information, I thought of Mister Bear, and a violent shudder racked my body. My constant childhood companion was—what was it?—I mean, Jesus Christ, I’d slept with that—that thing nightly, and in what crazy fucked-up world did I live that I’d considered it normal, that I’d never stopped to consider what force had animated it?
I crossed myself, then covered my face with my hands, trying to hide myself from the horror that cackled in my brain.
“The cost, then—it’s dealing with these . . . demons?”
“The cost is the price you pay them. They take little bites of your soul for every service rendered, and the bigger the service the bigger the bite. Keep at it long enough, work enough powerful magic, and they will hollow you out, leaving nothing but a thin rind.”
“What . . . what does that mean?” I asked.
“It means they will own you, body and soul. Your soul they’ll torment forever, and your body—well, they’ll drive your body like a rental car while you watch.”
He stopped long enough for his words to sink in. Too long, as the silence swirled like smoke around me.
“You can do a thousand amazing things with magic,” he continued at last, his voice uncharacteristically warm, “but don’t ever forget the cost.”
I looked out through my fingers. “Can you kill someone with it?”
Benedict stared at me for a long time, and for once I didn’t shrink from his gaze. It had a steadying effect on me, and the trembling in my shoulders lessened.
“Don’t mess with death magic,” Benedict said. “Don’t even think about death magic. The only death magic you ever need is two taps from a twenty-two to the back of somebody’s head. That’s it.”
I nodded.
“I’m not fucking kidding, Jimmy,” he said, and the haunted look in his eyes was more than I could bear.
“Step on it, would ya?” Lazzaro growled. “We’re gonna miss it.”
The accelerator was already pressed to the floor, and the old boat wasn’t going to move any faster. We’d made it up to ninety, and that was a miracle as far as I was concerned. “I don’t know where you boosted this thing from, but you coulda grabbed something that wasn’t already half dead. This car is older than I am, for fuck’s sake.”
“Whatever. Just push it, okay?”
If he hadn’t been late, if he’d got the car sooner, we wouldn’t have this problem, but I didn’t say anything. It would only piss him off. I knew I ought to just be thankful for the job. It had been almost three weeks since the big score at the pawn shop, and I’d blown through my two grand by paying off Benedict the last couple of Fridays. It was now Thursday night, and I had about three hundred bucks in my pocket from a few small jobs—not enough. When Lazzaro told me he had something lined up, my ears perked right up. When he told me how much, and that it would fuck with the Russians besides, I jumped on it.
It was quiet out here, only a few cars passing by on the interstate, and none at all on the road below. We were well outside of Boston, but Lazzaro had got the truck’s route from a connection he swore was reliable. It wasn’t a glamorous score or anything—a truckload of stolen suits, from what I’d been told—but we knew a guy who would take them, and we’d make enough off the deal to keep Benedict happy for weeks.
That reminded me of something that had been bothering me. “Hey Frankie,” I said, “how come Benedict has to pay Joey the Slob? I mean, Benedict’s an important guy, right? Nobody else can do what he does. Why isn’t he one of the boss’s guys?”
Lazzaro looked at me like I was about ten bullets short of a clip. “Benedict’s Irish. Can’t get made if you’re not Italian. Come on, I thought you was supposed to be smart or something.”
“Well, yeah, I knew that. I thought maybe there’d be an exception for Benedict, though. It’s Benedict, you know?”
“No exceptions. Benedict’s gone as far as he’s gonna go,” Lazzaro said. He grinned at me. “You and me, though—we’re gonna move up. One day, Benedict’s gonna be payin’ me.” He pointed out the window. “Here,” he said. “Up here.” I turned under an overpass and pulled the car up an I-90 exit ramp the wrong way.
“I hope you’re right about this,” I said, stopping the car.
“Wait here,” he said. “I’ll wave when they’re coming.” He got out and went up to the top of the ramp.
I didn’t have to wait long. Lazzaro waved both arms over his head and then ducked off the side of the road, scrambling over the dead grass next to the ramp. I drove the car a few feet forward, parking it across the road. I’ll say one thing for those old boats—they’re fucking huge. If the truck driver didn’t want to stop, he’d have to drive the truck through the car, because there was no way it could get around, not without jumping the rail.
The hot white glare of headlights raked across my face and lit up the interior of the car. I got out as the truck was slowing, and I started to move toward the passenger side.
The truck driver was no fool. The instant the truck stopped, he dropped it in reverse, throwing white light over the pavement behind the vehicle.
Not fast enough. Lazzaro was already there. A few words and a quick gesture from him unlocked the door, and then he was hauling the driver bodily out of the truck. The guy hit the pavement and skidded.
I didn’t have time to watch the rest. I ran up to the passenger side and pulled that door open. A sledgehammer disguised as a fist launched itself at my head and connected with a crack so loud I thought for one frantic second that the blow had broken my neck. Then I hit the ground, wondering how come I had to get pounded so fucking often.
The guy wasted no time coming after me, three hundred pounds of sloppy suet clambering down from the truck, intent on smashing my skull to paste. He was fat but ungodly strong, and I could attest to the fact that he wasn’t as slow as he looked, either. He got to me way more quickly than he should have, and a size-fourteen work boot slammed into my side. I think I’d rather have been hit by the truck.
Two loud bangs—gunshots—sounded from the other side of the truck.
“Al?” the fat guy called, even as he pulled a gun out from the back of his pants.
Oh, fuck.
The pain in my side was miraculously gone, and I scrabbled backward as fast as my legs and arms could carry me.
The fat guy hesitated, looking behind him and then back at me, and that’s when Lazzaro came around the front of the truck. The first shot took the fat guy in the side of the face, sending a shower of blood and teeth into the air. The guy made a strangled squawk and fumbled his gun, and Lazzaro shot him three more times, in the belly and chest. He crumpled vertically, like a demolished building, bending at the knees, then the waist, then slumping to the road.
I got up, wincing at the pain in my side, and wiped away the blood running from my forehead.
The fat guy made another of those strangled noises. He had no jaw to speak of and blood was pouring out of fist-sized holes in his back, but his wide, white eyes still darted around, and he wouldn’t stop making that noise. I thought I saw what was left of his tongue wriggling in the wet black hole of his mouth.
“Oh, Christ,” I said, and then I was hunched over by the side of the road, stomach spasming, my dinner mixing with the blood spattered on my shoes.
Behind me, two more shots.
The strangled noise came to an abrupt end.
“Come on,” Lazzaro said, pulling at my shoulder. “We gotta move.”
“What the fuck did you do that for? I thought we were just gonna rough them up and take the truck!”
Lazzaro smiled. He actually fucking smiled. “I didn’t think that was such a hot idea, once we got started. What if they could identify us?”
“What if they—” I stopped. What if they could identify us? To who? Their bosses wouldn’t take long to figure out who was responsible, and they sure weren’t gonna go to the cops. It didn’t matter if they could identify us or not.
It was about then that I started to wonder if Frankie Lazzaro was out of his fucking mind.
“Come on,” he repeated. “Let’s throw these guys in the back of the truck and get outta here.”
I grabbed the fat guy’s legs, and Lazzaro took his arms. I revised my estimate of the guy’s weight upward considerably. We took him, with some difficulty, around to the back. The doors were locked with a heavy padlock, and we didn’t have time to dick around, so I popped it open with a quick little spell. That familiar, almost sexual thrill raced through my body, but it was tinged with a dark, sour aftertaste as I thought of Benedict’s words. They take little bites of your soul. . . .
I tossed the padlock aside, and Lazzaro pulled the doors open.
“What the fuck?” he said, even as the same words formed on my lips.
“This ain’t a bunch of suits, Frankie.”
“No shit. But what the fuck is it?” It was cold, whatever it was. Metal cylinders, coated with frost, lined the walls of the truck. There were maybe fifty of them, each about a foot high, and hoses ran from each one to a series of tanks toward the front. I climbed into the back of the truck and pulled a little keychain flashlight from my pocket.
“Oxygen,” I said, looking at the tanks. “And something else. God knows what. Refrigerant, maybe?”
A dirty metal strongbox about the size of a toolbox sat near the front of the truck, looking as out of place as an old tire on an operating table. Unlike everything else, it wasn’t gleaming stainless steel. It was made of rusted metal, covered in flaking green paint and weird symbols. I didn’t know what the symbols were offhand, but I’d seen things like them in my studies with Benedict, and I felt the little hairs on the back of my neck prickle. I was dying to know what was in the box, but I couldn’t forget the safe at the pawn shop, and I wasn’t at all sure I wanted to mess with it.
I heard a hissing sound behind me, and I turned. Lazzaro was kneeling in front of one of the metal things, fiddling with it. “Christ, Frankie, don’t—”
He popped a second seal and opened the container. The top swiveled up on a hinge in the back. I couldn’t see inside from where I stood, but Lazzaro’s face changed from puzzlement to recognition to more puzzlement.
Against my better judgment, I walked over to have a look. I shone my light down on a red lump with an all too familiar shape. It was cradled in some kind of plastic or clear rubber webbing that obscured it some, but you don’t grow up in a butcher shop without picking up a few basics.
“Is that—”
“That’s a kidney,” Lazzaro said, looking up at me with an expression of bewilderment so extreme it was comical. “Jimmy, I don’t know how to fence a kidney.”
Crazy, warbling laughter spilled out of me, and I clapped a hand over my mouth. A moment later, when I thought I had control of myself again, I spoke. “Shut that thing, Frankie. We need to get the fuck out of here.”
“We can’t leave the bodies,” he said, “and our prints are all over the truck. We’ll load up and drive back, and we’ll find somewhere to get rid of the truck later.”
We heaved the two bodies into the back in record time. The next day I’d wake up with the worst back pain I’d ever had, but right then I couldn’t have cared less.
“Here,” Lazzaro said, and he tossed me the keys to the truck.
“Oh hell no. I ain’t driving this thing.”
“You can wait here with it then, cuz I ain’t drivin’ it either.”
In that diplomatic fashion, we settled the issue of who got stuck driving the truck. The forty minutes back to Southie stretched my nerve to the breaking point, and maybe a little beyond. Anything that looked vaguely like a cop car caused gallons of acid to shoot into my stomach, and the back of my mouth tasted like vomit the whole trip. I was driving a stolen truck with two corpses in the back, to say nothing of the fifty or so canisters of miscellaneous human organs. Try explaining that to—well, anyone. If I got pulled over, I would be the most fucked truck driver in the history of fucked truck drivers. I’d get a spot in the record books. They’d make me an honorary Teamster or something.
On the plus side, Lazzaro and I found three thousand bucks in rolled-up hundred-dollar bills in the pockets of the dead guys. I could pay Benedict for another week. I’d also found a scrap of paper covered with semi-literate directions to somewhere in upstate New York. I put that in my pocket without saying anything.
We stashed the truck in a warehouse Lazzaro used a lot, made a couple of calls, and Big George and Benedict met us there. After staring at the weird box for just about forever, Benedict finally grabbed it by the handle on top and took it. Didn’t get zapped or anything. He climbed down from the back of the truck and gave George one curt nod.
George held his hand out to me, palm up. “Gimme the keys.”
Lazzaro narrowed his eyes. “What are you gonna do?”
“The Slob says I gotta get rid of all this shit.”
“It might be worth a lot of money!” Lazzaro protested.
“Maybe it is and maybe it ain’t, but the Slob don’t want nothin’ to do with it. He said get rid of it, I’m gettin’ rid of it.”
George drove off in the truck, and that was the last we saw of it. Thankfully.
I didn’t sleep too well that night, or the night after. I kept waking up with visions of that arc of blood and broken teeth, still hearing the strangled sucking sound and awful wheezing of the truck driver before Lazzaro finished him off. They came back to me every time I closed my eyes, and that was plenty bad enough, but when I was awake other thoughts plagued me.
Where had that kidney come from? It seemed safe to assume all the other cans had an organ in them, too. Maybe there were twenty-five sets of kidneys, each in its own refrigerated, oxygenated container. Or maybe there were whole sets among the cans—kidneys, pancreas, heart, lungs, liver—oh, and eyes, let’s not forget eyes, and thank Christ and whoever else was listening that Lazzaro hadn’t opened up a can with a pair of eyes inside looking balefully back. How many people would you have to take apart to fill fifty cans? I counted the human body’s organs on my fingers, and thought of all the ways a body might be carved up.
When I got tired of counting, of assembling and disassembling all the configurations, I always came back to the original question: Where had the organs come from?
Our find was all anybody could talk about at the club, and I listened avidly as the soldiers and capos traded anecdotes and conjecture.
“Cuz he’s crazy, that’s why! Old Man Chebyshev is batshit, apeshit, off-the-deep-end, frog-humping crazy!” the Slob shouted.
“He’s gonna get us all fucked, is what’s gonna happen,” Sam the Shiv agreed. “I mean, the kidneys and shit is too goddamn far. Plus, I heard he had a couple of cops whacked.”
“They were crooked as the day is long, Sam,” somebody else said. “Everybody knew it.”
“Yeah, and that’s the only reason we haven’t all got our balls busted. I don’t think he’s too particular, though, you know?”
“And what about those whorehouses he runs?” the Slob asked. “Buncha girls young enough to be my daughter shipped over from Poland or Lithuania or wherever the fuck. They’re not gonna talk—hell, most of ’em don’t speak English anyway. He gets ’em hooked on smack, wears ’em out, and uses ’em up by the time they’re eighteen, and what the fuck does he care? He just ships more over.”
There was a particularly perverse irony in this crowd getting all indignant about Old Man Chebyshev’s atrocities, but I thought most of their outrage was genuine. Sure, a small part of it was jealousy that they hadn’t thought up a couple of his schemes first, but the Slob’s comment about his daughter was deadly serious, and his face got bright red and his fingers stretched and contracted as he talked.
I didn’t need further excuses to hate the Russians, but the guys provided me with plenty anyway.
“It’s gonna be a war,” Lazzaro told me while the others shouted and raged. “Gotta be.”
“I don’t think that’d be a real good idea,” I said. Everybody knew we were outnumbered and outgunned. Hell, the boss was clear up in Providence—what did he care about us? We had the Russians on one side and the Irish on the other, and getting either of them good and pissed at us would be ugly. We were already pushing it, as much as we were moving in on Russian turf. It hadn’t turned into a shooting war yet, and I still hoped it wouldn’t, but I thought Lazzaro was better than me at scenting blood in the water.
Benedict came in a little while later and took me aside, and he didn’t make me feel any better. He looked at me with clouded, troubled eyes.
“Did you open that box, Jimmy?” he asked, voice barely audible over the racket from the wiseguys.
I didn’t have to ask which box. “No. No way.”
He nodded absently. “Good. There were things in there. . . . Papers. Notes. Chebyshev’s new guy is messing with some very bad things. Very bad indeed.” He opened his mouth as if to say more, then stopped, shaking his head. “With any luck, he’ll get himself killed before we have to worry about it.”
I wanted to know more, but Benedict’s face hardened, and I got a very clear sense that he had slipped into one of his no-questions moods. A moment later, he turned and headed for the wiseguy table, and the opportunity was gone.
Lazzaro, who had been ten feet away from the whole conversation, gave me a curious, questioning look as Benedict walked off. I ignored him.
I went home afterward perturbed, staring at the ceiling while I tried vainly to sleep. The stories about Old Man Chebyshev’s whorehouses really bugged me, and I thought maybe they gave me the answer to that terrible question: Where had the organs come from? The more I thought about it, the more sense it made—they had come from used-up seventeen-year-old heroin addicts. Or maybe he shipped girls over—and boys, hey, why not—and skipped straight to carving them up. From the stories they told about him, that seemed like just his speed.
I thought about that, and about Benedict’s cryptic concerns about the contents of the metal box, and I wondered just what the new wizard was up to that had Benedict so worried.
No sleep came Saturday night, either.
When I came out into the living room the next morning dressed for church, Ma was so shocked she couldn’t even think of anything snide to say. My habit lately had been to sleep until noon or so on weekends, ignoring her entreaties until she went away, so I don’t think she could have been happier that I was coming back to the fold.
I didn’t have the heart to tell her I had an ulterior motive.
I crossed the threshold into the half-empty little cathedral with Benedict’s words echoing in my head again. Little bites. I half-expected to catch fire or get struck down by lightning as I went in, but I didn’t feel so much as a tingle. Apparently the bites had been small enough so far.
It had only been a month or so since I’d last attended Mass, but the experience was just like school—I didn’t seem to be from the same world as these people anymore. The priest railed on against the “Culture of Death” politicians in Washington, and where once I would have nodded agreement with him, now I couldn’t even find a context in which to put his statements where they made sense. I had hijacked a truck full of stolen human organs and watched a man get his face shot off only a few days before, and now I was supposed to get worked up over the idea of a living will? Please.
I sang the obligatory hymns, stood up, sat down, knelt, and followed the usual procedure, but mostly I was looking for Kit. By the time Communion rolled around, I still hadn’t seen her. That bothered me. I didn’t know anyone more God-and-country than Kit Truman, and I didn’t think she’d missed Sunday Mass since she’d been conceived.
I got in line, put the wafer in my mouth, drank a little wine. I didn’t start on fire then, either. When I sat down again, I saw Kit in line, to my relief. She took Communion like everyone else, then made her way to a seat somewhere behind me. I hoped she didn’t leave before I had a chance to talk to her.
When at last the service ended, I rushed out of my pew and to the back of the cathedral. I stood to the side of the doors and tried to smile as everyone walked by. Kit’s parents filed past a few moments later with Kit right behind them.
“Hey, Officer Truman,” I said. “Can we talk for a minute?”
Kit stepped to the side of the procession, waving her parents on as they looked a question at her. “How you doing, Jimmy?”
“I, uh, I got a problem. Do you mind if we step over there?” I pointed toward the stairs at the end of the hall. This wasn’t a conversation I wanted to have in front of the nosy old women of the neighborhood.
My parents walked past, and Ma and Dad each gave me a nod of approval. They had no idea.
“Sure,” Kit said. “Be good to get out of the draft, anyway.” She pulled her coat around her and followed me over. We went downstairs and turned the corner.
Kit gave me a very frank look. “I told you not to mess around with those guys,” she said. “What are you into?”
“It’s not that,” I said. She flattened her lips into an expression of disbelief. “I mean, it’s kind of related, but not really.”
“Spit it out.”
I paused. I was about to cross a line here that could get me good and fucked, if Kit wasn’t the person I thought I knew.
Once, when I was about ten years old, I’d swiped a bag of M&Ms from the shelf at Mr. Peluso’s corner store. I don’t remember what had possessed me to do it, but I remember the sweat trickling down my back as I slipped the candy into my pocket, casting nervous, darting glances at the bored clerk the whole time. Kit was keeping an eye on me that day, and I’d talked her into walking with me down to the store and buying us a couple of sodas. She didn’t look at me once while she was paying for them, but the second we left the store, she turned and told me to go back in and put the candy back. Didn’t make a big deal out of it or anything—just told me she wouldn’t say anything to Mr. Peluso or to my folks as long as I put the M&Ms back.
I did, of course, and returned with my face burning and awkward tears of humiliation in my eyes. “No harm, no foul,” she’d said. Back then, she hadn’t confused some abstract, righteous concept of JUSTICE with simply doing the right thing.
I sincerely hoped that was still true.
“What do you know about the Russian mob here?” I asked.
“Iosif Chebyshev and his guys?”
“Uh, I think so. I mean, everybody just calls him Old Man Chebyshev.”
“That’s him. Please tell me you’re not mixed up with him.”
I shook my head. “No way. But I know some of the stuff he’s into.” I licked my lips nervously, suspecting I looked like the emperor, high priest, and head accountant of all stool pigeons rolled into one. “I mean, some really bad stuff.”
“Such as?”
I couldn’t help but look down the hall, even though I knew nobody was there. God, I made a shitty informant. “I don’t know a lot of the details, but—”
“Quit wasting my time, Jimmy. This isn’t kid stuff.” She started up the stairs. “Go home,” she said.
“Organs!” I blurted out. It echoed down the short hall, and I winced. Kit turned around, though. “Organs. I think he’s got some kind of black market organ thing going on. I think—I think he might be, uh, harvesting them himself.”
The look on Kit’s face was the interested kind of look a guy gets from a girl after he’s said something witty or profound, and I felt myself wanting to keep running my mouth rather than let that look fade. That would be very stupid, Jimmy. Be careful.
“Do you have any evidence?”
I pulled the scrap of paper out of my pocket and handed it to her. “Go here.”
“I can’t just go there. I need probable cause, Jimmy. Are you willing to testify?”
I put my hands up, palms out. “No way. I haven’t been there, I don’t know anything. Can’t you say you got an anonymous tip or something?”
She glanced at the paper and frowned. “It’s in New York. I couldn’t do anything there if I did have probable cause.”
“Call the FBI or something. You’re the cop—figure it out.” I stepped closer to her and lowered my voice. “You gotta do something, Kit. There is some really bad shit going on up there.”
Her cop expression closed her face like a slamming door. “I’ll see what I can do.”
She left me shaking in the stairwell.
I went home with my folks, and surprisingly I felt better. I no longer had any doubt that Kit would do the right thing, even if it took some procedural acrobatics on her part to get it done. I couldn’t help wondering, though, just how far omertà extended. I knew you didn’t rat out other Mafia guys, but this was different. Old Man Chebyshev was a fucking animal, and this was one case where we couldn’t solve our own problem. If the feds cleaned out his New York operation, it would only be good for us.
I hoped the guys took that into account if they ever found out what I’d done.
I spent the next couple of months trying not to jump every time somebody moved too fast, waiting for the moment when the cops knocked at my door or, worse, the moment when Benedict and Joey the Slob invited me into the back room of the club for the kind of short, one-sided chat that ends with a dismembered corpse in somebody’s trunk.
Instead, I got nothing, and my unease gradually tapered off. It wasn’t like I didn’t have plenty to keep me occupied. Benedict was cramming magic lore into my head as fast as I could absorb it. Night after night I sat in his vast library—it took up most of his apartment, I discovered—going over incantations and diagrams, rituals and potions, chants, magical gestures, and everything else he could think of. He even had me learning Latin and Greek, for fuck’s sake, claiming the ancient languages tapped into some kind of global pool of unconscious wisdom or some bullshit like that. He kept threatening to make me learn Sumerian. I hoped he was joking.
When I wasn’t poring over ancient tomes, I was busting my ass to make the weekly nut. A thousand bucks a week wasn’t shit compared to the other guys—some of them had to make numbers like five large every single week, if you can believe that—but I wasn’t all that well connected, and I was new at this. I got in on every job I could. I was amazed at the breadth of activities these guys got involved with. Truck hijacking was pretty common, and they’d shift anything—coats, shoes, kids’ toys, lawnmowers, construction materials, furniture, drill bits, boat anchors, lobsters, you name it. Once we got a truck full of floral-scented shampoo. Tink was so mad he could have chewed up a fistful of ball bearings (we got some of those one time, too), because the truck was supposed to be shipping laptop computers. Sure enough, though, somebody found a buyer and we offloaded the shampoo. Then we went and beat the hell out of the guy who gave us the bum tip. When we found out later that we’d snagged the wrong truck, missing the truck full of computers by about ten minutes, Tink got so much shit from the guys that he stormed out of the club and didn’t come back for almost a week.
Since I was the only guy in the lot who was sort of computer literate, I ended up making a shitload of phony invoices for a construction scam Big George was running. I actually did a fair amount of basic computer shit for the Slob’s crew. The guys hated computers, largely because they didn’t know how to use them, though they claimed that the reason for their hatred was that the information age had thinned out their margins. Apparently they used to do a pretty brisk trade in bootleg porn. “Now every horny fourteen-year-old with a Innernet connection can bootleg it himself,” Big George told me. “Fuck computers.”
There was other work, too. Patsy, another of the Slob’s guys, had a numbers racket going, and I ended up doing some of the running for that. I collected bags of cash from bookies on his behalf, too. A few times I went with the guys to beat some money out of a lowlife who was late on his payments.
You’d be amazed how easy it is to get used to this lifestyle. It requires a certain knack for compartmentalization, but once you get the hang of that, it’s not so bad. I told myself the guys we were shaking down were scumbags, that they mostly deserved it—and they did. Once I got used to that, it wasn’t so hard to move on to other things. I even found myself getting in on the protection racket, and I slept like a baby afterward. More or less.
There wasn’t a hell of a lot of time left in my schedule for things like, say, secondary education. I started missing a day of school a week, then two or three. By Christmas, I was pretty sure I wasn’t going back after the break, but I resolved to talk with Benedict about it anyway.
I caught Benedict one night while I was supposed to be studying a particularly obtuse text on cleaning spells. Yeah, cleaning spells. Supposedly, they were particularly useful at crime scenes, though I wasn’t yet convinced that Benedict wasn’t planning to make me wash his windows. Benedict sat across from me, staring into a mostly empty glass of bourbon, his face a blurry reflection in the gleaming wood of the library’s table. Typically, he’d grill me on the details of whatever I was working on, but lately he’d been pretty worn down trying to root out Old Man Chebyshev’s new wizard. From the bags under his eyes and the new lines of worry carved into his face, I suspected he was also spending a fair amount of time on the mysterious box of nastiness he’d gotten from the organ truck.
That was okay with me. When Benedict was tired, he tended to get morose rather than grouchy, and it was usually safe to ask him questions. I didn’t hesitate.
“Hey,” I said. He tore his gaze away from the glass and fixed red eyes on me.
“Yeah?”
“You ever try to go straight?” I asked. I wouldn’t get within fifty yards of that question with any of the other guys, but I thought Benedict was safe.
That fleeting sadness turned down the corners of his eyes. He pinched the bridge of his nose and blinked. “No, Jimmy. Never did.”
A long pause, utterly soundless. In Benedict’s apartment, you couldn’t hear the road, a dripping faucet, a clock, anything.
He drained his glass, ice cubes clinking against his teeth. “There is no straight for guys like us,” he said. “I mean, look at you. You’re a good kid, Jimmy, and smarter than any six of those clowns at the club put together. And here you are.”
I did my best not to squirm as he peeled me down to the core with his red-eyed gaze. “Yeah, well,” I said.
“There’s nowhere for us to go,” he said. “So what if you can light something on fire with a few words or move books across the room without touching them? In respectable work, that’s not gonna help the quarterly bottom line any.” He put the glass on the table and spun it between his two hands. “And the price. Don’t forget the price. We work with demons, Jimmy, and if we’re not careful, their influence can creep in and corrupt everything we touch. If regular people knew what we do, and how we do it, they’d burn us at the stake. They have burned us at the stake. These days, we’re a lot more circumspect. They might hear whispers, but nobody takes the whispers all that seriously.”
“There’s . . . nothing?”
“Certainly nothing that might attract any attention from the public. And besides, look at it this way. Suppose you’re an army sniper. You’ve spent years learning how to put a bullet in a two-inch circle from a mile off. That’s all you know how to do. When you’re discharged, what do you do? You can kill a Central American dictator a mile away in a high wind, but the marketing department doesn’t have much use for that. Neither does the IT department. Or Accounting.” He sighed and poured himself another couple of fingers of bourbon. “Well, that’s us. You, me, Lazzaro. A couple hundred others I know of on the East Coast, a few hundred more on the West. Maybe ten thousand in the world, all told.”
I thought about his sniper analogy. “What about the government?”
He curled his upper lip in something halfway between a snarl and a sneer. “There are a few of us. Working their asses off in some desert shithole under constant surveillance, in case one day they step over that last line and the demons move in. The ones that aren’t the subjects of fucking experiments, anyway.” He shook his head. “There is no straight for us. You want to do magic, you do it from the underworld. Appropriate, no?”
I nodded.
I didn’t go back to school after that. Ma was furious, as expected. I let her shout until she was hoarse and then did what I was gonna do anyway. My old man looked at me like I was a new species of gorilla or something, but he had long since finished arguing.
In mid-January, I moved into an upstairs apartment a little way down the block. I still saw my folks almost every day, but now I didn’t have to worry about them worrying about my coming and going at all hours. My weekly nut had gone up to two grand, since I was doing pretty well, and the comings-and-goings had gotten a lot worse as I tried to keep up with that.
I also started going to church every Sunday.
I sat in the church, tenth row from the back next to my parents, staring over the priest’s head at the crucifix. It was huge, maybe twelve feet high, with the starring actor carved and painted in loving detail, slightly larger than life-size. I’d been staring at that thing almost every Sunday since I could remember, always looking for something in the emaciated stack of ribs and rivulets of glistening blood. When I was a kid, that crucifix had scared the bejesus out of me. Sister Mary Catherine explained the concepts of sin and damnation to us at CCD one day, and every Sunday after, I’d look up at that tortured figure, waiting for him to open his eyes, uncurl the thorns from off his head, and step down from his cross. I was sure he would single me out with a crooked finger, come over, and thrash the living hell out of me.
I must have missed the forgiveness part of Sister Mary’s lecture.
When I got older, I watched for something else, and even I wasn’t quite sure what. By the time most kids are fourteen or so, they’ve started to go one of two ways—wild-eyed rebellion and rejection of everything their parents stand for, or gung-ho acceptance. As far as religion was concerned, I was lost somewhere in the middle. You don’t need to see a lot of the world, especially if you grow up in a poor, rough section of town, to start to suspect there might be a big helping of bullshit served up every Sunday along with the religion, and it’s not much of a step past that to guess that maybe a big portion of that bullshit is the religion. I had a lot of doubts. That wasn’t the sort of talk I could have with Ma or even my old man—they wouldn’t hear any of it—and Sister Mary Catherine and her ilk would have gotten so mad they would have simply ruptured something vital and dropped dead if I brought it up with them. So I stared up at the crucifix every Sunday, looking for some shred of revelation that never came. I privately concluded that it wasn’t ever going to come, and that the whole thing was crap.
And now here I was, staring up at the crucifix again. Now that I’d felt the thrill of magic, that rush that blew through my body like sex and drugs and the first drop of a big roller coaster—and now that somebody had told me the score, told me the price—church had become a mystery again. If Benedict was to be believed—and he’d never lied to me yet—demons were at the heart of magic. And if that was true, well, what did it suggest about the sorrowful figure at the front of the church, hanging from his awful tree?
It was enough to make a guy question his career path. I watched, waiting for a sign, a nod, any confirmation. As always, I was denied.
When Mass was over, I got up to leave with everyone else. I made it out to the foyer, and Kit grabbed me by the shoulder.
“Hey, what—”
“Come on,” she said, already dragging me back toward the stairwell.
I followed amicably enough, though part of me wondered if she was just doing me the courtesy of taking me somewhere private before slapping some cuffs on me. I knew better, mostly, but my heart sped up just the same.
She whirled on me the instant I rounded the corner.
“What are you mixed up in, Jimmy? You need to tell me, right now.” She had switched, rather effortlessly I thought, into full-on Cop Intimidation Mode, standing a few inches away from me, eyes wide and burning. She was half a head shorter than me, but I still felt like she was about ready to pull a Temple of Doom and rip my heart out through my chest. I put my macho on a shelf for a minute and took a step back. It just seemed safer.
“I’m not gonna talk about that. What’s this about?”
I saw one of her hands flex, like she was itching for a nightstick. “‘What’s this about?’ Jesus, Jimmy!”
“Blasphemy,” I said mildly.
Another of those red-hot laser beam glares. “That—that farm. The one you gave me directions to. The FBI raided it last night.”
“Huh. That was fast.” At least, that was the impression I got from listening to the guys at the club. To hear them talk, the FBI needed six months of surveillance to go across the street and buy a newspaper. “Good. Great. What are you so mad about?”
“I’ve got friends, Jimmy. I heard about what was going on up there.” Her cop facade cracked, and a sickened look took its place. “It’s horrible.”
“I know that. Why do you think I told you about it?”
“These people you’re in with aren’t playing games. This isn’t cops and robbers and at the end of the day you’ll pack up your toy guns and go home. I’ve seen what they do. These are the kind of people that will feed you your dick, then gut you like a fish while you watch, then leave you to bleed to death in the middle of the street. I’m not kidding.”
“Those aren’t my people,” I protested.
“No?” The steel was back in her voice. “Then tell me how you knew where to go. How you knew what they’d find there.”
I would have loved to tell her, if that weren’t the sort of thing that could be used against me in a court of law. “I can’t. But I swear I don’t have anything to do with the Russians. I got those directions through a—a third party. And that’s really all I can say about it.”
She watched my face as I spoke, and waited, staring me down, when I finished. Her gaze made me want to squirm, but I had nothing else to give her.
“Yeah,” she said. “Okay.” She reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out a folded scrap of paper. “My buddy at the FBI wants you to call him if you run across anything else. He’ll protect your anonymity, but he sure could use more tips like that one.”
She extended the paper to me. I stared at it like it was a venomous snake made out of nuclear waste, wearing a sweater knitted from the live squirming bodies of black widow spiders. No way I was getting anywhere near it. The FBI didn’t know me, didn’t give a shit about me, and they’d hang me out to dry faster than Joey the Slob as soon as it was convenient. Fuck that.
I thought about what Kit had said, though, and I made a different choice. Kit was Southie. One of us. We looked after our own, didn’t have much use for outsiders, and I guessed she probably didn’t have a lot more use for the FBI than I did. “No way,” I said. “Not gonna do it.” She opened her mouth to object, and I continued. “Anything I find, I’ll give to you. Only you.”
Puzzlement knitted her brow. “Jimmy, I don’t work organized crime. I’m a beat cop, that’s it.”
“I don’t care. You’ll look out for me.”
“I don’t know if I can guarantee that,” she said. I thought her face said something else, though. She wasn’t thrilled about my new vocation, but I was a neighborhood kid, I’d come through with a big tip that saved a lot of people, and she wasn’t gonna fuck me over. If she caught me doing anything illegal, she’d bust me in a hummingbird’s heartbeat, but until then she’d look after me.
“We’ll see,” I said, and I started up the stairs.
“You’re gonna get killed, Jimmy. You ain’t Whitey Bulger, you know,” she said after me.
I grinned and turned the corner.
And that’s how I graduated from mere snitch to informant.
Rumors flew like bullets at the club that afternoon. Kit might have gotten the news first, but it had reached the guys not long after, and it seemed like everybody had a different version of what went down.
“They had fifty kids in the barn, I heard,” Joey the Slob said. “They were movin’ through ’em like an assembly line.” He chuckled wetly. “Feds put a stop to that shit.”
“Yeah, the feds carted away Chebyshev’s guys by the truckload. Serves that creepy old fuck right.”
“I heard they had two hundred bodies buried out back—no guts, no teeth, no nothin’. Just piles of skin and bones.”
“It was just whores,” Sam insisted. “They were just runnin’ whores. You guys are nuts.”
“No,” Big George said. He’d gotten rid of the truck for us, and he knew better. “It wasn’t just whores.”
The details weren’t too clear, but I figured I didn’t ever want to know the details. The basic outline had been confirmed, and that was more than enough for me. I hung out through the afternoon, though, listening to the horror stories and losing game after game of pool to Tink. He took off his newsboy cap and polished his bald head with a rag after every game. “Me and the cue ball got an understanding,” he said, oblivious to the discussion over at the card table. “That’s another fifty you owe me.”
By evening, I was starting to feel more at ease. Nobody had asked a single question about how the feds had found the farm, and it didn’t look like anybody cared. I checked the wall clock, thinking about heading out to meet a fence Big George had introduced me to.
The door banged open, letting in a blast of icy January air, dotted with stinging flecks of ice.
“Shut that thing!” somebody yelled. “You born in a barn?”
Benedict strode into the room, his coat flapping in the jagged wind. His eyes found me instantly, and he made a sharp “let’s go” gesture. For one moment, I thought he knew something about my recent talks with Kit, but then he found Lazzaro and made the same gesture. I put my cue down and went over.
“Found him,” Benedict said, and his eyes were bright like razors. “Come on. We’re gonna end this fucker.”
Lazzaro and I followed Benedict out into the spitting sleet. Beads of ice caught in my eyebrows, and I pulled my collar up around my face, as best as I was able. It was a relief to slide into the cozy warmth of the car.
Benedict looked back from the front seat. “Finally traced him—Chebyshev’s new wizard. He got sloppy in the aftermath of the raid and didn’t mask himself. He’s ours, if we don’t screw this up.”
“No sweat,” Lazzaro said, punching his palm.
“He’s working up a death spell,” Benedict said. Excitement had limbered up his tongue considerably, I was surprised to see.
“Yeah?” Lazzaro asked. He grinned.
“Something horrible, complicated, and, if successful, extremely bloody. All that carnage at the farm was research.”
“Jesus,” I whispered.
“Doesn’t matter. From the look of his notes, he’s not that close to getting it. He’s just a psycho, and we’re going to end him before he has a chance.”
“His notes?” Lazzaro asked, leaning forward.
“End him?” I said.
Benedict crossed his arms and gave a smug grin. “Yeah,” he said, neatly ignoring Lazzaro. “End him.”
Eagerness and dread churned in my gut. This was big, and I was stoked to be in on it. On the other hand, we were gonna go whack a guy out. I’d never been on a hit before, and I hadn’t allowed myself to think much about it. I mean, I knew it had to happen one day, but I didn’t think it would be so soon, and I wasn’t sure how I’d feel about it. I doubted I was gonna stay up at night racked with guilt for whacking a psycho who worked for that creepy old gangster—that was genuinely making the world a better place, as far as I was concerned, and good business to boot—but I figured I’d have to feel something after taking a man’s life. I wondered what that would be.
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