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FRAME-UP




CHAPTER ONE

For the life of me, at that moment, if I had to decide which side of the line I was on, I’d have had to flip a coin. The first clue that I was still on this side of the great abyss was a distant rustling of cloth. There were other clues, like a migraine that ran from every hair follicle to wherever my toes were. It seemed to ripple like “the wave” at a Patriots’ game.

I opened my eyes a crack and found that they just let in more darkness. The debate became whether or not to call out. It could bring help or heaven knows what.

I heard a voice close to my ear. It was coarse and as gruff as the bark of a pit boss, but it sounded like an angel of God to me.

“Michael, can you hear me?”

It was Zeus in a stage whisper. Only Lex Devlin, senior partner of the law firm of Devlin and Knight — of which I was the junior partner — would ask that. They could hear him in Toronto.

“Mr. Devlin.”

I was less surprised at how throaty the words sounded than the fact that they came out at all. “What are we doing here? And where is here?”

“Lie still, son. You’re in the Mass. General Hospital. Do you remember anything?”

I was beginning to get flashbacks, but first things first.

“My eyes. Are they—?”

“You’ll be all right. You had a roadmap of lacerations around the face. That’s why the bandages. The restraints are to keep your hands away from the bandages.”

I settled back in a quick prayer of thanks. That was the big one.

“Anything broken?”

“No. Concussion was the biggest worry. You’ve been out a while.”

“How long?”

“Two and a half days.”

I tried to flash back through my trial schedule to see if I could afford the time.

“How long have you been here, Mr. Devlin?”

“Two and a half days.” The voice that said it was different. When the bandages came off later that day, I was able to match the new voice with a male nurse.

“We couldn’t get him to leave. I wanted to give him bedpan rounds just to see him move.”

The vision of Lex Devlin, lion of the criminal defense bar, doing bedpans, and the joy that might bring to every assistant district attorney in Boston, brought a smile to my cracking lips.

Slowly the pieces started coming back. It must have happened three days earlier, Friday afternoon. I remembered coming down the steps of the federal courthouse about five o’clock in the afternoon. I could feel the cool fresh air untying knots in every gangle of nerves after a two-day trial before the right honorable and certifiably loony Judge Chauncy Hayes.

The Friday afternoon surge of humanity was at its peak. I had five minutes to make it to the parking garage on Devonshire Street. My usual Friday lunch partner, John McKedrick, had cancelled that day for the first time in seven years. He’d offered the alternative of a drive to the North Shore that evening for dinner at the General Glover. I accepted the offer as full payment of a wagering debt he’d owed me since the Bruins had eliminated the Toronto Maple Leafs in four straight.

My legs were in overdrive up Federal Street. I was catching the glares and snarls of a crowd never known for pedestrian collegiality.

I remembered rounding the bend at the entrance of the parking garage in full lather, a mere three minutes late. I climbed to the top level of the parking garage and saw John in his Chrysler Sebring, top down. He caught sight of me and began making an elaborate mime of examining his watch. John and I had been close friends since we graduated from Harvard Law School seven years earlier. I figured that entitled me to suggest where he might relocate his watch. In restraint, I did it in mime. I caught the grin on the face of the garage attendant watching these full-grown three-year-olds. I could hear John’s infectious laugh as he reached down toward the ignition. I glanced over at the still grinning garage attendant, and the world cracked in two.

The last thing I could remember was being hit with something that felt like the defensive front line of the New England Patriots. An instant later, it seemed, Lex Devlin was telling me that I had coasted through two and a half days.


CHAPTER TWO

Tuesday was a day that could wring joy out of the heart of an incurable optimist. The shivers that seized every one of us gathered around that bleak pit came not just from the dank, depressing drizzle. The box we were about to lower into that black hole held a body that had exuded wit and brilliance and lightness of spirit before the car bomb put an end to it all. We knew that our John McKedrick was in the peaceful embrace of the Lord. We also knew that we’d never again in this life ride high on that laugh that must now be delighting the angels.

Physically, I was back in the game. With the exception of a temple gong in the back of my skull and lines of facial stitches that gave me the look of a Cabbage Patch Doll, I was able to sit up and take nourishment and attend funerals.

Father Tim McNamee handled the tough part from the church ceremony to the gravesite. He had known John much longer than I had. They had shared an Irish upbringing in South Boston and a great deal more in the way of friendship. I felt for him as he choked out the part about “Ashes to ashes and dust—” He belted out the words about resurrection with the Lord with conviction, but I could tell that he was, like the rest of us, in the grip of a deep mourning for his own personal loss.

I had spoken to John’s parents at the church, so there was no need to match manufactured smiles again. There were, however, a couple of standouts in the crowd. I was somehow surprised, for reasons I can’t quite define, to see the poker-faced, sharkskin-clad figure of Benny Ignola lurking on the fringe of the crowd. It was drizzling rain and dark enough to show slides, but old Benny was, as always, hidden behind a pair of shades that must have rendered him legally blind.

Benny had carved a semihandsome living out of being legal counsel to the lower-to-middle-level Mafia. The big shots in the North End of Boston hid behind the talents of the more prestigious graduates of Ivy League law schools. It was, however, one of their overhead expenses to throw Benny into the pit on the side of the prostitutes, drug runners, kneecap mechanics, and what are euphemistically called “cleaners.” Word had it that he was actually on retainer by the Boston chapter of the Mafia.

Somehow the fact that he was at the gravesite sandpapered the part of me that should have been the first to admit that it was none of my business. The truth is that it had been grinding away at me for seven years. When we graduated from law school, John McKedrick accepted a job as Benny Ignola’s sole associate.

I remember saying, “Johnny, stay away from that parasite. If you lie down with dogs, you get up with fleas.”

He told me that he was a big boy, and that I could do him the favor of treating him like one. I remember him saying, “I’ll get experience in court from day one. While you’re still arguing motions, I’ll be trying jury cases.”

I gave him a look that at least wrung a concession. “Listen Mike, I’ll give him two years, three maybe. Then I’m on to cleaner pastures.”

I reminded John of that conversation on each anniversary of the three years. The flea quote was more truth than poetry. Every year spent with Benny Ignola reduced the chances of any respectable law firm touching Benny’s protégé. John was locked in, although I never completely lost hope that he’d escape. In fact, there was something in his voice when he invited me to the North Shore for dinner instead of our usual lunch that Friday that smacked of a news bulletin. It was probably wishful thinking, but I’d been grasping at that particular straw all day Friday — until it became moot.

Looking beyond Benny, I caught sight of a much more inspiring vision. There was a young lady at the fringe of the people waiting for a chance to speak to John’s parents. I wondered why I had wasted three looks at Benny when I could be analyzing why that face made the clouds and the drizzle disappear.

There was not a chance that those sparkling blue eyes and reddish auburn hair were any less Irish than John McKedrick himself. She carried herself with that smart, perky confidence that let her forget herself while she charmed everyone around her.

The longer I looked, the more I wondered if she could have figured into the news bulletin that I would now never hear from John. Only one way to find out.

I crossed between gravestones on the only path that would intercept her before she left. It took me directly behind Benny, who kept the shades pointing straight ahead. The voice, however, reached around to catch me in mid-step.

“Knight. See you a minute.”

I stopped, but that was the only recognition I was up to. He turned just enough to be able to glance at me over the shades. Then it was the back of his head again.

“We should talk.”

I stayed where I was. “And what would we talk about, Benny?”

He pushed the glasses back to full mast. I could visualize a sardonic grin creeping across his lips.

“You’re very superior, aren’t you, Knight? Very above all this.”

“Not superior, Benny. We walk different paths.”

“And you don’t approve of my path. Somehow I’ll find a way to live with that.” The sarcasm was flowing over the top of my shoes.

I started to move off. He caught me again.

“Nevertheless, Knight, we should talk.”

“I’m still at a loss to think of a subject we should talk about, Benny.”

I could hear the smug grin in his tone. “You’ll think of one, Knight. One of these days you’ll ask yourself why this terrible thing should happen to a sweet boy like John McKedrick. You’ll come to me to talk. And you know what, kid?”

“No, what, Mr. Ignola?”

“Maybe I’ll talk to you. Because I’m too big a man to carry a grudge.”

With that exit line, he moved his self-satisfied little carcass in the direction of a sleek, black Jaguar. I washed all trace of Benny from my mind with the vision of the auburn-haired colleen who was just leaving John’s parents.

I reached the edge of the crowd in time to see her beginning to pull out of the line of parked cars in a Volkswagen bug. I sprinted at the best speed my recently sandblasted joints could muster and rapped on the driver’s-side window.

She was somewhat startled at the intrusion. In fact, one look at my face at the window and she showed signs of shell shock. When I caught a glimpse of my stitches in the rearview mirror, I realized she must have thought Dr. Frankenstein’s handicraft was hitching a ride.

I smiled and backed off enough to induce her to roll the window down an inch.

“I’m sorry. I just — I’m Michael Knight. I was—”

The shock turned to embarrassment. The angel had a voice.

“Oh, dear God, I’m sorry. You were in the accident with John. Are you all right?”

“Oh sure. Just a little healing time — I’m not sure why I stopped you. Did you know John well?”

Whatever she said was muffled by a rising growl of thunder, and the heavens began to open. She rolled down the window. I could make out, “Can I give you a lift somewhere?”

I shook my head and pointed to my car.

“Is there a way I can talk to you?” I was shouting above the rain that was revving up to a torrent. She wrote something on a card and passed it through the window. I stuffed it into an inside pocket and slogged back to my waiting Corvette.

The river that ran down the driver’s-side window made my last look at John’s grave seem as unreal as everything that had happened since I stood making idiotic mime signs to him on that Friday afternoon.


CHAPTER THREE

Wednesday was my first day back in the office since the “accident.” I was sure there were enough calls and e-mails stacked up to scratch off a week. My secretary, Julie, was off on a court run when I got in. With no live voice to nag me about returning calls, I decided to finesse them for the moment and check in with the boss.

Lex Devlin was my partner, but if the day ever dawns when I don’t consider him my superior in every respect and thank God that I can claim him as my mentor, I’ll check into McLean Hospital for retuning.

I gave a couple of quick raps when I walked into his office. Whoever he was talking to on the phone got the quickest sign-off they were likely to get that morning. He gave me a hand signal that brought me to the edge of his desk. He leaned his six-foot-two-inch frame, amply padded for combat, over the desk to check out the facial scars. I heard from the nurses at the hospital that he had cashed in a rather large favor to get the head of cosmetic surgery of the Mass. General Hospital off the golf course to do the embroidery.

His only reaction was a low “mmmm.” The tone of it indicated that I could appear in public without frightening small dogs and children. I was surprised myself at the amount of healing that had taken place over five days.

We chatted a bit about the cases that needed attention, but I could sense edginess. He kept checking his watch, which was out of character for a man who could intuitively tell you the time within two minutes, day or night, without looking.

By the fourth check, the hands of the Movado his deceased wife, Mary, had given him on their fortieth anniversary had apparently reached the time he was waiting for. He leaned over the desk.

“Michael, take a ride with me.”

Mr. Devlin drove. My questions just bounced off his play-’em-close-to-the-chest demeanor. The best I could get was a few words on keeping an open mind.

“Like how open?”

“Quite.”

I waited for more, but that was it. Communication was Mr. Devlin’s strong suit. But then, so was stone silence.

I sensed that there was no point in asking why we were taking Causeway Street past the ghost of old Boston Garden. As always, I bowed slightly with a prayer that, wherever they were, Bobby Orr, Larry Bird, and a few others would be rewarded for the memories that still lit up my daydreams.

Silence prevailed while we cruised over the Washington Street Bridge. As we penetrated deep into that bastion of the Irish working class called Charlestown, I noticed a good deal of neck swivel by my partner at the wheel. Most of the city around Bunker Hill is now toned up to yuppie standards, but when we got into the old section, there wasn’t a shop or second-story window that didn’t catch a glance.

“Are we on familiar turf, Mr. Devlin?”

I hit a nerve sensitive enough to break the silence.

“There isn’t a spot in this town that I couldn’t find blindfolded. Lean over. See that second-floor window on the corner? There with the lace curtains? I was born in that room seventy-two years ago.”

I kept silence for the memory that was clearly playing behind those eyes that I had never before seen misted. There was no traffic, so we could slow to a crawl.

“Those curtains are a symbol. There were the ‘shanty Irish’ and the ‘lace-curtain Irish.’ My father was a lieutenant on the Boston Police. He didn’t make much, but my mother saw to it that there were lace curtains on the windows. It wasn’t a brag. It was a tone, sort of a goal for us growing up. My wife, Mary, kept lace curtains on our bedroom as a reminder of where we came from till the illness—”

We rode up Monument Avenue and pulled over in front of a church the size of a small cathedral. It was ten thirty a.m., and the sun was just beginning to take the chill out of the air.

I was totally in the dark except for knowing that this was no sentimental homecoming. The muscles in Mr. Devlin’s jaw that locked his teeth together were pulsing. I caught sight of two Lincoln Towncars parked between the more usual vintage of Chevys across the street. The windows were dark, but the vapor on the windshields said both were occupied. The warmth of my body turned to a chill with the unpleasant feeling that whoever was inside was giving us their full attention.

The church was silent and, apparently, vacant. On another day, it would have brought peace and prayer. Today it just multiplied the tension.

Our footsteps resonated back to the choir loft as we approached the front altar. Halfway down the aisle, I caught sight of a massive dark figure in the shadows of the entrance to the priest’s vesting room. I heard a soft voice call Mr. Devlin’s first name in a whisper that echoed through the church.

As we approached, the figure in the shadows came forward. The folds of the black, floor-length cassock outlined the six-foot-three-inch frame of a man who was massive through the shoulders and tapered below. When he and Mr. Devlin approached each other, the only greeting was a clasping of both hands. Their eyes locked, and an electric tension seemed to flow between them.

The words were few and whispered.

“Is he alone?”

The priest nodded. I was still feeling the chill of the two Town-cars in front, and I wondered what “alone” meant.

The priest was still gripping Mr. Devlin’s hands.

“He’s aged, Lex.”

“Yeah, I know, Matt. His choice, right?”

Concern seemed to come through folds in the brow of the priest. I figured him and Mr. Devlin for the same generation. Mr. Devlin pressed for a commitment.

“Am I right, Matt?”

“Do any of us really have choices, Lex?”

Mr. Devlin just looked away. He caught sight of me and called me over. I felt like an intruder, but I went.

“My partner, Michael Knight. This is — Monsignor Ryan.”

I sensed that Mr. Devlin was going to be more elaborate but decided against it. I held out my hand to a grip that could crack an oyster shell. The hand that covered mine was as gnarled and crooked as roots of blackthorn. The smile that went with it was warm, but it did not erase the lines of concern.

“Forgive me for being direct, but this is a closed meeting, Lex. You know how he is. I was to take you in alone. This could change things.”

“Michael’s involved. And he’ll be more involved if things go badly. I’ll vouch for Michael. If that’s not good enough—”

I saw another figure in the dark corridor that led back to the priest’s room. This one was smaller and seemed to move more slowly. The voice was soft-spoken, but something in the timbre set off alarms in me I had never heard before.

“When has your word not been all I ask, Lex?”

The three of us turned toward the speaker as he walked slowly, arthritically, out of the shadows. Every physical sense left me. I was riveted to the floor. For that moment, I could not have moved to run out of a burning building.

The third man kept moving on until the three men were within an arm’s grasp of each other. He and Mr. Devlin stood face-to-face. Their thoughts simply passed between their eyes for what seemed like an eon. I saw the arms of the man rise tentatively from his side and extend toward Mr. Devlin. Monsignor Ryan looked at both of them with an intensity that seemed to will something to happen. I heard him whisper, “Lex, how can we forget?”

Mr. Devlin’s eyes turned slowly from steel to something softer and moist. And his arms came up to embrace a man I had conceived for my entire adult life as the Antichrist. He was the reigning don of the New England family of La Cosa Nostra, Dominic Santangelo.

I sensed that the embrace had been years in coming. The great arms of the priest were around the two of them, and I looked away from the privacy of the tears that flowed across three faces. Whatever they said to each other was theirs, and it will remain that way.

When they separated, Monsignor Ryan led them back to his private office. I followed, practically unnoticed. Under Mr. Devlin’s flag, I was apparently accepted as posing no threat.

The three men sat on leather chairs in a triangle while the priest poured a glass of wine for each. They were so absorbed in each other that I was able to take a seat in the corner, permitted in but not intruding.

Monsignor Ryan raised his glass and looked to each of the others to follow.

“Dominic, Lex, God brought us together as brothers a long time ago. Now He’s brought us together again. It’s a serious business, and it’s His business that brought us into this room. He wants us together as brothers again. Let’s let Him have His way.”

Mr. Santangelo raised his glass, and both looked to Mr. Devlin. Mr. Devlin looked at the glass on the table in front of him as if to lift it would commit him to something he could not accept.

Monsignor Ryan rose and put a massive hand on Mr. Devlin’s shoulder. The large fingers were disjointed and twisted, but the touch was gentle.

“We haven’t much time, Lex. We’re not three kids who are going to live forever anymore. Let’s make the peace now, so we don’t have to meet in anger in heaven.”

Mr. Devlin looked deep into Monsignor Ryan’s eyes.

“Is this the priest talking, Matt? Or is this Matt Ryan?”

“This is both of us, Lex.”

It took more than a few painful seconds to cross a barrier, but Mr. Devlin reached for the glass and stood up. Mr. Santangelo stood and there was a touching of three glasses that must have been heard in heaven. I had a disturbing feeling that the compact sealed with that sound would change my life as well.


CHAPTER FOUR

Mr. Santangelo led the opening card.

“Lex, I’ll put it simply. I’ve come to ask for your help.”

The shoe dropped. So did the smile on Mr. Devlin’s face. He took on a few more years.

“I know.”

“How do you know?”

“It’s been forty years, give or take. When Matt called me, I knew something brought it on. I’ll give you the only answer I’ve got before you ask the question.”

Mr. Devlin was on his feet. I think he needed to be standing to say what I knew was coming.

“Whatever it is, Dominic, I can’t do it.”

“Listen, Lex—”

“No, you listen. This is hard to say. My partner and I made an agreement.” He nodded to me. I nearly jumped when I realized I was not invisible. “We represent people with blood on their hands. It’s part of the trade. But we agreed never to take the case of anyone who made it their business. Dear God, man, how did you sink to this?”

Monsignor Ryan was on his feet to calm the waters. Mr. Devlin waved him aside.

“No. Sit, Matt. I’ve waited years to ask Dominic to his face. How? The three of us were closer than brothers. Every time I see a headline with your name connected to this filth, I die a little.”

I was riveted to the face of Dominic Santangelo. I was sure that no one had spoken above a whisper to this little man for the span of my lifetime. He exercised the power of a judge and jury with the simple nod of his head. He had palace guards to carry out any order of execution without appeal.

But there he sat. There were seconds of unfathomable silence before he spoke. When he did, it was so soft that I could barely hear the words. “There is so much you don’t know about me, Lex, and so much I can’t tell you in half an hour. Please, talk to me, not to that creature the newspapers have created to sell their papers.”

Mr. Devlin was searching his eyes, but I could see he was not finding the answers he was looking for. He raised his hands slightly and stopped searching. “I can’t help you, Dominic.”

Mr. Santangelo rose to his feet, and I held on to the arms of the chair.

“It’s not for me, Lex.”

Mr. Devlin waved him off. “It doesn’t matter, Dominic. It’s all part of the same—”

“It’s for Peter. It’s for my son.”

The chill that passed between them filled the room.

“It’s for your godson, Lex. There is no blood on his hands, and there never will be. Will you listen now?”

“What about Peter?”

“He’s about to be indicted for murder.”

“Damn it, Dominic!” The explosion triggered every nerve in my body. “The last time I saw you, you promised that boy would never touch any of this.”

“And I kept that promise. He’s my son, Lex. I swear he is as clean as this junior partner you want to protect.”

That was two references to me in a conversation to which I wanted to remain a total spectator.

“Sit down, Lex. Sit down, and we’ll talk.”

Mr. Devlin sat with both elbows holding down the table.

“I’m certain that by this afternoon the Suffolk County grand jury will indict Peter for murder. I give you my word on his mother’s grave. Peter is innocent. He’s no part of my business.”

The reference to Peter’s mother seemed to take the fire out of the mouth of the dragon. Mr. Devlin uncoiled the spring he seemed to be sitting on and listened.

“There’s a complication, Lex. Peter is accused of murdering an attorney by the name of John McKedrick.”

He waited for that to sink in. Mr. Devlin looked at me, and I just froze.

“Dominic, are you aware that Michael was involved in that car bombing?”

Mr. Santangelo looked at me with pale, tired eyes. I tried to see in them all the power and the evil I had always associated with the don of a major cell of La Cosa Nostra. All I could find was a gentle compassion.

“I’m sorry for your pain, Michael. If I could have foreseen it, I would have prevented it if at all possible. As it is, I have no idea who’s responsible.”

It’s hard to convey in words the sincerity that caused me to want to believe that to be true. Mr. Santangelo turned in his chair to face me directly.

“Michael, if Lex agrees to represent my son, I know you’ll be working on the defense. I want to know that you have no reservations. I can only give you my word that neither Peter nor I were involved, directly or indirectly. Do you believe that?”

I knew that Mr. Devlin was watching me. I didn’t look at him. I knew he’d rather I handle it on my own. Like it or not, it was my turn at bat.

“Mr. Santangelo, I’ll admit that you confuse me.”

He cocked his head. I knew I had his attention.

“John McKedrick worked for you, didn’t he?”

He looked directly into my eyes and answered softly, “Mr. McKedrick worked for an attorney who has represented people I’m associated with. That’s true. Actually, I never met Mr. McKedrick. Please ask your questions. I want you to be satisfied.”

I knew his interest in me was minimal. I got the clear sense that I had fallen into a useful, if uncomfortable, role that served his purpose. I could ask the questions that would have been awkward between himself and Mr. Devlin. I accepted the invitation. “In fact, Mr. Santangelo, practically everything John did was in connection with people in your business.”

“I’m not aware of that, but you’d know better than I.”

“Yes, I would. John and I were very close friends. Mr. Santangelo, I can ask this delicately and be left with doubts. Or, we can speak plainly and maybe resolve something.”

I had an idea where I was going, but not at the expense of another car bomb. To my relief, Mr. Santangelo smiled and turned to Mr. Devlin.

“He’s cut from your cloth, Lex.”

He turned back to me.

“I’m in your hands, Michael. By all means, take off the gloves.”

“This is the hurdle, Mr. Santangelo. You’re the head of an organization that uses murder as a business tool. Word has it that you have Benny Ignola on retainer. That means John was part of that business, legal niceties aside. John must have known enough about the inner workings of your business to make him a security risk. John called me the day he was killed with a dinner invitation. It sounded to me as if he was working up to a major announcement. I had a feeling he was about to take my advice and leave Benny Ignola and all that went with him. Am I striking any chords?”

Mr. Santangelo never moved or changed his expression. “Please continue, Michael.”

“Before he could make that announcement, he was murdered. Forgive me, but car bombing is not unknown in Sicilian circles. The implication is somewhat overwhelming.”

“That’s not a question, Michael. Take off the gloves, and ask the question.”

The softness was gone from his eyes. I was looking into two cauldrons of steel, but I was too far into it to waiver.

“Mr. Santangelo, did you give the order?”

“I did not. Nor did my son. Nor did any member of my organization so far as I’m aware. I’ll swear on everything I hold sacred.”

“Mr. Santangelo, I have no idea of what you hold sacred.”

I could hear the nervous shuffling of Monsignor Ryan as he tried to decide when to cut off this juvenile interloper. Even Mr. Devlin was tense as a fiddle, but both held their ground. Mr. Santangelo was intent, but calmly in control. It was clearly between the two of us.

“You have my word, Michael. I have nothing else to give.”

“There is something else you can give, Mr. Santangelo. I can’t speak for Mr. Devlin, but for myself, I wouldn’t consider representing your son without it.”

He looked at Mr. Devlin, and in that fraction of a second, Mr. Devlin nearly burst my heart with swelling. Without hesitation he gave a deep nod of the head that meant that whatever in the world I was about to say would bind him, too.

“Mr. Santangelo, John McKedrick was the closest friend I ever had. If I ever learn that you or your son was responsible for his death, I’ll come after you with everything the law allows. There’ll be no legal wall for you to hide behind. I want not only your word. I want a full waiver of any right of lawyer-client privilege for any information that comes out of our defense of your son. You have my word that I’ll use it only in that circumstance.”

The air grew stone still. I thought the clock on the wall stopped. I was frozen by the thought that I was eye-to-eye with a man with more immediate power over life and death than the whole state government. Where did I get the gall to put this man to a decision on the spot? Every voice inside of me was screaming, Get the hell out of there. You are so far over your head, you’ll never see daylight.

Only one tiny voice was whispering, Hold your ground. I didn’t hear it. I sensed it. It was coming from Mr. Devlin. That was all the starch I needed to stay on my end of the seesaw.

I set my mental timer for ten seconds. I resolved that if he hesitated longer than that, we’d never trust anything he said anyway.

He turned his eyes to Mr. Devlin. The look he found in Mr. Devlin’s eyes only confirmed the terms of the deal. Mr. Santangelo did me the honor of looking back at me with a gentle smile that was not condescending.

“Please draft the agreement, Michael. My son and I will both sign it.”

Eight seconds flat.


CHAPTER FIVE

I knew the ride back to the office was going to be tense. There were a lot of ghosts in that car, crowding the front seat. Mr. Devlin was in another world, struggling with all of them. I let him keep his silence.

When we reached the Bunker Hill Monument on Monument Avenue, he pulled over and put the car in park. I think he wanted to look at me when he spoke.

“Michael, I pulled you into this, and I’m sorry. It’s not your cup of tea. We agreed when we started this partnership we’d never go to bat for a mobster.”

“The only agreement I care to remember, Mr. Devlin, is that whatever came along, we’d handle it together.”

He looked at me as if he was about to say something, but he just nodded. All indecision was gone. The game was on. He was about to put the car in gear to propel us into a chain of events that would test the steel of that agreement when I stopped him.

“Before we go on, Mr. Devlin, that trio back there was as bizarre as anything Stephen King ever dreamed up. I don’t like to ask. I know it’s personal. But under the circumstances—”

He rubbed the two o’clock growth on his chin, either to decide where to begin or whether to begin at all. He finally motioned with his head up toward the window in the two-family where he had pointed out the room in which he was born.

“I told you about that one. Look at the house to the right of it. The Right Reverend Monsignor Matthew Ryan was born up there. We came up together through a lot of neighborhood skirmishes. It was different for kids in a neighborhood like this in those days. No weapons. Just bare fists. That’s how this nose took on its wandering ways. I think it did more to prepare me for the courtroom than law school.

“But Matt Ryan. Matt was a natural. He took it to the ring. When he was eighteen, he turned pro. I was his cornerman. He had twenty-four fights. Twenty-three wins by eighteen knockouts. The Lord only knows how far he might have gone.”

He took a second to remember the past.

“That explains you and the monsignor. You’re not going to tell me little Mr. Santangelo, all five feet four of him, survived on bare fists around here.”

He laughed at the thought, but then he was on me.

“Listen, don’t let the suit and the chauffeur fool you. In a fair fight in those days, I’d give odds on Dominic against any two Irishmen in Charlestown, except Matt.”

“So how did Mr. Santangelo get into the trio?”

“Ah, that goes back to the good days. I guess we were early twenties. Matt was fighting about every other Friday night on the card at the Boston Arena. It was a tough section down around St. Botolph Street. It’s all class and reconstruction now, but in those days—” He waved his hand in a way that said “dicey.”

“One night Matt fought a Puerto Rican kid from the South End. This kid had a lot of backing in the crowd. Some of them looked tougher than the fighter. Matt took him in three rounds. The kid was game. Matt had to give him a hell of a licking before the ref stopped the fight. The crowd didn’t like the ref’s decision. Matt dressed in a hurry to get us out of there alive.

“There was a fighter’s exit in the back of the arena that led to an alley. When we came out, we could see eight of them up ahead coming for us. They filled the alley two deep. We couldn’t get back into the arena because the door locked behind us. They had us, and we knew it.”

He started to grin in the telling of it.

“All of a sudden comes this bat out of hell. From behind these bozos this pint-sized bowling ball comes into them like a row of ten pins. The arms are swinging. He’s yelling like a banshee in Italian. Matt and I dove into them from the front. Four of them went down, and the other four didn’t know whether to run or pray. From the sound of it, they did both.

“We chased them out of the alley and kept on running in the opposite direction before the cops came. That was our introduction to little Dominic Santangelo.”

“Why’d he do it?”

“Who knows? I guess he didn’t like the odds. Anyway, he became Matt’s second cornerman. We were the three musketeers. ‘One for all, and all for one.’ One never moved without the others. Three years we were together while Matt climbed the ladder in the ring.”

He stopped talking long enough for one last look around the old Charlestown streets. Then he put the car in gear, and we were back to silence. He slowed down as we passed through the narrow streets of the North End — the almost exclusively Italian neighborhood. He took a sharp right and cruised down Prince Street. Half way down, he pulled over in front of DeMeo’s Pastry Shop.

“You better know it all, Michael. December eighteenth, the week before Christmas. Matt had fought his way up to a shot at the number-three contender. That’s up there, Michael. This one was at Boston Garden. He wins this one, and he’s two fights from the world heavyweight championship. He was going against a good fighter, Angie DeMarco from Brooklyn. The odds on the fight were about even.

“Dominic came into the dressing room while Matt was getting taped up. He was jumpy as a cat. When the trainers left the room, he got down to business.”

Mr. D. went silent again. Suddenly he got out of the car, and I followed. We walked to the end of the block where a small alley with three houses opens onto Prince Street.

“That’s where Dominic lived. He still lives around here somewhere.”

I looked at the vowel-filled names on the shops, the old men sitting, smoking, speaking in Italian in groups on chairs on the sidewalk. You could almost taste the aromas of fresh sausage and tomato gravy cooking in the kitchens. We could have been on a street in Rome.

“Matt and I didn’t know it, but this tough kid, this Dominic that we took as a brother, had other brothers. He was working his way up through the lower ranks of the Cosa Nostra. He thought he could keep his two lives separate.”

Mr. D. stopped again. I was too far into it not to prime the pump.

“And?”

“They had a piece of him, but they wanted all of him. He had an assignment. Get Matt to take a dive. They knew about us three. They thought he could deliver Matt. They thought wrong. It tore the hell out of us when Dominic even suggested it. Matt and I just looked at each other. We knew nothing would ever be the same again. We gave him a message he could take back to his North End buddies. I think a piece of both of us went out of that room with him.”

Mr. Devlin started back to the car.

“So what happened in the fight?”

“The first round was typical big-fight tactics. Both fighters jabbed and ducked and danced. Then in the second round, Matt was ready. He exploded out of the corner, throwing lefts until DeMarco was against the ropes in his own corner. Matt caught him with a right that glanced off his jaw. It wasn’t enough to take him down, but it opened up a cut in his mouth that spouted blood like a geyser. Matt backed off. I could see by the look on his face, he knew what was happening. Since they couldn’t buy Matt, they got to Demarco. He was wearing a wire.”

“What kind of wire?”

“Barbed wire. DeMarco was taking a dive the easy way. He put a piece of barbed wire inside his lower lip. Any punch would open up cuts inside the mouth that looked like a major hemorrhage. The fight would be stopped because of the loss of blood. He’d get a rematch, and the boys in the North End would collect whatever they bet on Matt. Probably a lot.

“Matt knew it right away. I saw him back into his corner. He looked like everything he fought for was turning sour. The ref’s hand started to go up to stop the fight. Matt grabbed the towel from around the trainer’s neck and threw it into the ring in front of the ref. He conceded the fight to DeMarco before the ref could call the fight. The whole Garden went crazy.

“I pulled Matt out of the ring into the dressing room. I knew the bozos behind the fix did not suffer losses gladly. Matt dressed, and we got out of there. Neither one of us knew how this would play with the boxing commission. It turned out it didn’t matter.”

We reached the car, and Mr. Devlin leaned back against the hood.

“It all seemed so long ago. Then today in Matt’s church it was like yesterday.”

Mr. Devlin turned around and looked into the empty front seat. “I went over to Matt’s apartment the next afternoon. He was living in South Boston, to be near the gym where he trained. There was no answer to the bell. I rang one of the other apartments. When I got buzzed in, I ran up the three flights to his door. It was partly open, so I went in. Matt was there. He was on the floor. He’d been worked over pretty good, but most of it would heal. The real damage was his hands. They were broken so badly—”

I remembered the twisted knots of fingers that looked like roots of blackthorn.

“Did they ever find out who did it?”

“Maybe. Three days later, the police found three low-level Mafia hoods in a car. They each had a bullet in the back of the head, execution-style. Word had it they were the muscle involved in fixing fights. I had a hunch these three were sent to make an example of Matt. Then someone executed them.”

“Someone?”

Mr. Devlin looked at me for a second. “You’ve got a suspicious mind, Michael.”

We got in the car. Before he started the engine, Mr. Devlin said something so softly I could hardly hear it.

“I had the same suspicion. So I decided to talk to him about it. I met Dominic at a bar we used to go to near the gym. I never told Matt about it. It looked like the same old Dominic, but something was very different. We had a beer, and then I got to it. I didn’t ask anything. I just said it was odd that three guys who were probably sent to teach Matt a lesson all got a bullet in the head. He didn’t say a word. He dropped a five on the bar for the drinks. He put a hand on my shoulder and said what I thought would be the last words I’d ever hear from Dominic Santangelo. ‘Tell Matt I’m sorry.’ ”


CHAPTER SIX

My trusty secretary, Julie, was there to intercept me between the elevator and my office.

“The messages are on your desk. Just break the spider webs and blow off the dust. You could call back the ones who are still alive. Some of them are probably in homes by now, but—”

“Enough, Julie. You’re my secretary, not my mother.”

“A fine distinction. Michael, come over here.”

“I’m fine.”

“Michael.”

“I’m coming.”

To win the argument would take longer than the inspection. Julie will probably drive me to a corner room in the state home for the incurably fussed-over. In the meantime, if she should cease to be my secretary, I’d probably retire from the practice of law.

Her only major drawback is that she is twenty-six and an auburn-haired, hazel-eyed, vital, witty, knockout. Add to that, the unfortunate fact that all five-foot-three-and-three-quarter inches of her is solid heart. That combination raises the hideous specter of marriage to someone who could take her out of professional life — my professional life.

“Michael, you look like you were attacked by a sushi chef.”

“Two days ago you would have said a serial slasher. This is an improvement. The flowers were beautiful.”

“You’re welcome. It was the least I could do. They said you couldn’t have visitors, except Mr. Devlin. I think he said he was your father.”

That brought a smile to my lips that ran very deep.

“The teddy bear was beautiful too, Julie.”

“That was overdoing it, but I wasn’t sure I’d see you again to be embarrassed.”

“Very sweet. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Would you please call four or five hundred of these people back before I say things your clients will take personally?”

“Actually, no. We’ve got a hot one. This is going to take up all the burners for the next week or so. Anything so overwhelmingly urgent it can’t wait?”

“Yes. My resignation.”

“Very funny, Julie. Just tell them all I’ll get back to them ASAP. I’ll be with Mr. Devlin.”

I entered the corner office and quietly closed the door. Mr. D. was dialing a phone number. His square-built form looked like a block of concrete with suspenders. It only reinforced my vision of him as a solid pillar to hold onto when the winds of our practice got furious, as they occasionally did.

He saw me and punched the button for the speakerphone. His suit coat was on the table, and he looked ready for combat, except for a wearying around the eyes. It was a sign I’d begun to spot around three in the afternoon on days when the morning had been draining on the old warrior. He still sprang to his elbows in front of the phone when the voice of the receptionist of the Suffolk County district attorney filled the room.

“Good afternoon, Mary. Would you ring Miss Lamb, please?”

“Is she expecting your call, Mr. Devlin? She’s in a meeting.”

“I bet she’s in a meeting, Mary. She’ll have the war council in permanent session for the next month. Tell you what. Would you just whisper into her crusty little ear that Lex Devlin is on the phone, and he represents Mr. Santangelo. You might be prepared to catch her teeth if she drops them.”

I could hear the grin in her voice when she said, “I’ll deliver the message, Mr. Devlin.”

I enjoyed visualizing the scene with my eyes closed. We have Ms. Lamb, five-and-a-half feet of lean, mean, calculating machine, with every obedient strand of pitch-black hair pulled so tight in a bun that her nose quivers. Nothing defined her quite so much as the fact that she was the current occupant of what she viewed as a catapult to the governor’s chair, otherwise known as the District Attorney’s Office. There she was, holding in her clutchy little talons the Santangelo case, a metaphor for the knife that would cut the rope that would spring the catapult. The flight would be meteoric and unimpeded. The only major question was whether to wear long or short for the inaugural ball.

Suddenly, a small receptionist is standing there telling her that between her and the goalpost has arisen the defensive front line of the New England Patriots. Mr. Alexis Devlin will be personally seeing to the dismantling of her ambitions. I could only hope that the messenger would survive the telling.

She was on the phone in thirty seconds. Her voice sounded deliberately controlled, and a pitch lower than usual. I wondered how she’d handle it when she heard that the word had gotten out about Peter Santangelo’s prospective indictment by the supposedly secret grand jury.

“Lex, this is a surprise.”

“I hope a pleasant one, Angela. Let’s talk about the Santangelo case. What have you got?”

“Santangelo? Nothing, at the moment. Much as I’d like to personally walk Dominic Santangelo to the chamber, I don’t know of anything—”

“Peter, Angela. Peter Santangelo. Let’s stop playing make-believe and get down to business. I’ve got two things to tell you. One is that your little rowboat sprung a serious leak. Grand jury proceedings are supposed to be secret. The state constitution says something about that. And yet, here I am knowing about the Peter Santangelo indictment before the grand jury’s given it to you.”

That lifted her from sneaky to belligerent, two of her better qualities.

“I don’t know who you’ve been listening to, but if you think you can bluff—”

“Angela. I told you I had two things to tell you. Now I have three. Shall we get out of the sandbox and deal?”

Silence.

“Good. The second thing is that an indictment without a trial will make you look … what’s the word … inept. Not good in politics. Just keep listening, Angela. The cat’s out of the bag. You know Santangelo senior’s organization as well as I do. Those people can tuck Peter Santangelo away so you’ll never find him. If you can’t find him, you can’t bring him to trial. Are you following all this?”

“I’m actually recording every word of it. I believe I have Lex Devlin on record as threatening to obstruct justice.”

“Oh, Angela. How do you find the office in the morning? I haven’t threatened anything. I haven’t seen Peter since I changed his diaper twenty-five years ago. I have no idea where he is, nor do I intend to until we have an agreement. You know I don’t play with those monkeys his father’s involved with. You also know they don’t exactly play by the rules. Am I going too fast here?”

“What are you proposing?”

“I’m proposing a fair exchange. When the indictment comes down, I’ll bring Peter in personally. You’ll get your trial.”

“How can you guarantee that?”

“I’ve never made a promise I didn’t deliver. You have my word, and you’ll never get a piece of paper better than that.”

“And what do you want?”

“Two things. I want immediate protective incarceration in solitary when I bring him in. I want him protected until the end of any trial, and appeal if necessary. I’ll hold you legally accountable for his safety.”

“That’s one. What else?”

“I want you to open your file. I want disclosure now of every bit of evidence you have against Peter. You’ll have to disclose it later anyway.”

“You have no right to anything preindictment. I don’t have to disclose anything to you.”

“Angela, you’re not following the conversation well at all. I know what I’m entitled to. We’re not discussing that. We’re talking about what you’re willing to give up for a guaranteed defendant to try.”

There was a gap of silence. I could almost hear the little hamsters making the wheels go around in her head, looking for a next move that would at least do her no harm.

“I’m going to put you on hold for a minute, Lex.”

“That’s fine, Angela. I’ll be here for another two minutes.”

When the music came on the line, Mr. Devlin held his hand over the speaker microphone and whispered, “She’s talking as fast as she can to Billy Coyne. He’s there with her. Thank God. He’ll tell her what to do.”

The redoubtable Deputy District Attorney Billy Coyne had been a fixture in the Suffolk County office through seven political climbers who occupied the title position. He was roughly Mr. D.’s vintage, and unquestionably the best thing that could be said about the office. He had a solid head for the law and no discernable political ambitions. He made the office tick while the newspaper headlines flew over his head to the top dog.

“What makes you think Mr. Coyne’s in there.”

“She may not be able to find the courthouse without a map, but she knows the political value of this case. She also knows who the lawyer is in that office. She’ll be out front for the headlines, but she won’t brush her teeth without Billy’s okay till this case ends.”

The music clicked off the line.

“Lex, are you there?”

“Yes, Angela.”

“I’ve decided that justice would best be served if you and I cooperate. I’m ready to disclose the evidence we have on Peter Santangelo as soon as I have your assurance in writing that if an indictment were to come down, you’d turn him over to us within twenty-four hours.”

“That’s half the deal.”

“You’ll bring him to my office, and I’ll agree to have him put in protective solitary for the duration of the trial.”

“I can imagine. Right after a full photo opportunity for every yahoo in the media that can spell your name. No deal. I don’t want him exposed till I know who his enemies are.”

Mr. D. changed the tone of his voice before he called out, “Billy Coyne, Billy, for the love of Pete, are you there? Speak up, man”

There was a bit of shuffling before a different voice came across the speaker.

“Hello, Lex.”

“Billy, let’s make sense of this. You know what I’m talking about here.”

“I know. We want him alive too. The question is the best way to keep him that way. We have to agree on a transfer point. Not this office and not police headquarters. We don’t know any more than you do about the real players in this thing. You and I can work out a handover with people we can both trust, the fewer the better. We’ll hold him well out of Suffolk County. I’ll let you know when I work it out.”

“Ah, Billy. The angel of reason. Give me a time frame so I can set it up on this end.”

“We’re looking at tomorrow around noon for the indictment. It shouldn’t take any longer than that.”

Angela broke in. “That’s absolutely confidential!”

“Angela, get a grip. If anything about this farce were confidential, we wouldn’t be having this enlightening conversation. You’ve got some serious plugging to do. Billy, I’ll try to set things up for tomorrow afternoon or evening.”

“I understand, Lex. Be careful. These are not the playmates you’re used to. They have a totally different set of rules.”

“I know. You know why I’m doing it.”

“I take it the old acquaintances have been rekindled.”

“For better or worse. Now, which one of you wants to tell me what you have?”

Angela jumped in before she lost total control of the proceeding.

“I’ll give you what we have. During the week before the bombing, Dominic Santangelo was in Sicily. John McKedrick, the young man who was killed, worked for Benny Ignola. They represented Santangelo’s people on criminal matters.”

“I know about John, Angela, get on with it.”

“We picked up one of their hoods on an extortion charge, a Mr. Salvatore Marone. He was mid-level in the Santangelo family. He was a three-timer, which meant life, so he wanted to deal. He told us that the previous week he had information that John McKedrick wanted to leave Ignola. He wanted out of the whole business. The trouble was he knew too much. He’d represented members of the mob so long that he might have had enough information to connect even Dominic Santangelo himself. He knew they’d never let him walk away. He was about to go to the FBI to get into the witness protection program. He never worked directly for Santangelo so there was no problem with lawyer-client privilege.”

“I understand that, Angela.”

“Since Dominic Santangelo was out of the country, Marone went to his son, Peter. He told him about McKedrick. Marone will testify that Peter Santangelo was upset, worried for his father. He said, and I quote, ‘I’ll take care of McKedrick. I’ll do what my father would do if he were here. It’s about time I got my hands dirty.’ I guess we can all interpret that, Lex.”

Lex swung back in his chair with his eyes closed. He had wrinkles the length of his forehead when the focus became intense.

“How’d you pick up this Marone, Angela?”

There was a moment of confused silence before Billy Coyne’s voice came through. “He was working an extortion racket on the shop owners in Revere. One of them turned him in. You familiar with The Pirate’s Den, Lex? It’s a bikers’ bar on Ocean Boulevard.”

“It’s not one of my hangouts, but I’ve been by the place.”

“It’s a monkey cage. It’s owned by Anthony Tedesco. We’ve known for years that those places in Revere were under the squeeze by members of the Mafia. This is the first time one of them raised a ruckus. Tedesco came to us.”

“Was this Tedesco willing to testify against Marone? That’s an unusually courageous act isn’t it, Billy?”

“It didn’t matter. He gave us enough for an indictment. Marone was a three-time loser. This one was life. We knew he’d deal for witness protection. It’d never go to trial. Tedesco would never have to testify. We could keep his name out of it. I’ve got to admit, it even surprised us when Marone gave us the mother lode on Peter Santangelo.”

“It’s more than a surprise, Billy. This whole chain of events suddenly puts the son of the Don in your lap. Doesn’t that make you a little uncomfortable?”

“Everything about that bunch makes me uncomfortable. On the other hand, you play the cards you’re dealt.”

“Agreed. If the deal’s from the top of the deck. All right, what else have you got?”

Angela was back in control.

“Following that incriminating admission by Peter Santangelo, there was the bombing murder of John McKedrick, right on cue.”

“And you’re going to count on the jury making that jump, Angela?”

“They’ll jump like a show pony. That’s it, Lex. We’ll keep investigating. I’ve kept my part of the bargain. I’ll expect full performance from you.”

“You should be as sure of reelection. Billy, I deal with you on this. No one else. I want your word.”

“When did you ever need to ask for it, Lex?”

“I know. I’m sorry, Billy. I’m putting a life on the line, and I get the feeling I’m walking on Jell-O. Angela, that third thing I had to tell you. It’ll make our dealings easier.”

“Yes?”

“I never bluff.”
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