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For Kenneth Reichel





And so we’ve had another night

Of poetry and poses

And each man knows he’ll be alone

When the sacred ginmill closes.



—DAVE VAN RONK
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Epigraph


1   The windows at Morrissey’s were painted black. 


2   All of this happened a long time ago. It was the summer of ’75. . .


3   There was nothing in the papers about the robbery at Morrissey’s. . .


4   Tuesday night I took Fran to dinner at the Thai restaurant Skip Devoe. . .


5   I went back to my hotel, checked for mail and messages.


6   The weekend was quiet. I talked to my sons, but they didn’t come in.


7   I took a train one stop into Brooklyn and met Tommy Tillary. . .


8   The Sixty-eighth Precinct is stationed on Sixty-fifth Street. . .


9   I rode out to Brooklyn again the next day. I stayed on the train past the Sunset Park. . .


10   I called Drew Kaplan the next morning before I went out to Brooklyn.


11   “Yeah,” a voice said. “I sort of figured it was you. Whyntcha sit down. . .


12   Diebold insisted on driving me home. When I offered to take the subway. . .


13   The rain kept up all weekend. It was lashing my window. . .


14   I tried to make it an early night. I went home and went to bed. . .


15   At six minutes past eight, the phone on Skip’s desk rang.


16   Skip said, “Eighteenth and Ovington. You know where that is?”


17   Bobby couldn’t get over it. He seemed almost hurt by Billie’s ingenuity.


18   By the time we were back home the pint of Teacher’s was empty.


19   The Sixth Precinct is housed on West Tenth Street between Bleecker and Hudson. . .


20   When I got back to my hotel there was a message from Anita and another from Skip. 


21   The telephone woke me. I sat up, blinked at daylight. It went on ringing.


22   When I got there they were still waiting for Keegan.


23   The silence stretched, with everybody looking at Bobby.


24   I slept late the next day. That night I went out to Sunnyside Gardens. . .


25   That was Monday night. I don’t remember exactly when I talked to Jack Diebold. . .
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Chapter 1


The windows at Morrissey’s were painted black. The blast was loud enough and close enough to rattle them. It chopped off conversation in midsyllable, froze a waiter in midstride, making of him a statue with a tray of drinks on his shoulder and one foot in the air. The great round noise died out like dust settling, and for a long moment afterward the room remained hushed, as if with respect.


Someone said, “Jesus Christ,” and a lot of people let out the breath they’d been holding. At our table, Bobby Ruslander reached for a cigarette and said, “Sounded like a bomb.”


Skip Devoe said, “Cherry bomb.”


“Is that all?”


“It’s enough,” Skip said. “Cherry bomb’s major ordnance. Same charge had a metal casing instead of a paper wrapper, you’d have a weapon instead of a toy. You light one of those little mothers and forget to let go of it, you’re gonna have to learn to do a lot of basic things left-handed.”


“Sounded like more than a firecracker,” Bobby insisted. “Like dynamite or a grenade or something. Sounded like fucking World War Three, if you want to know.”


“Get the actor,” Skip said affectionately. “Don’t you love this guy? Fighting it out in the trenches, storming the windswept hills, slogging through the mud. Bobby Ruslander, battle-scarred veteran of a thousand campaigns.”


“You mean bottle-scarred,” somebody said.


“Fucking actor,” Skip said, reaching to rumple Bobby’s hair. “ ‘Hark I hear the cannon’s roar.’ You know that joke?”


“I told you the joke.”


“ ‘Hark I hear the cannon’s roar.’ When’d you ever hear a shot fired in anger? Last time they had a war,” he said, “Bobby brought a note from his shrink. ‘Dear Uncle Sam, Please excuse Bobby’s absence, bullets make him crazy.’ ”


“My old man’s idea,” Bobby said.


“But you tried to talk him out of it. ‘Gimmie a gun,’ you said. ‘I wanna serve my country.’ ”


Bobby laughed. He had one arm around his girl and picked up his drink with his free hand. He said, “All I said was it sounded like dynamite to me.”


Skip shook his head. “Dynamite’s different. They’re all different, different kinds of a bang. Dynamite’s like one loud note, and a flatter sound than a cherry bomb. They all make a different sound. Grenade’s completely different, it’s like a chord.”


“The lost chord,” somebody said, and somebody else said, “Listen to this, it’s poetry.”


“I was going to call my joint Horseshoes & Hand Grenades,” Skip said. “You know what they say, coming close don’t count outside of horseshoes and hand grenades.”


“It’s a good name,” Billie Keegan said.


“My partner hated it,” Skip said. “Fucking Kasabian, he said it didn’t sound like a saloon, sounded like some kind of candy-ass boutique, some store in SoHo sells toys for private-school kids. I don’t know, though. Horseshoes & Hand Grenades, I still like the sound of it.”


“Horseshit and Hand Jobs,” somebody said.


“Maybe Kasabian was right, if that’s what everybody woulda wound up calling it.” To Bobby he said, “You want to talk about the different sounds they make, you should hear a mortar. Someday get Kasabian to tell you about the mortar. It’s a hell of a story.”


“I’ll do that.”


“Horseshoes & Hand Grenades,” Skip said. “That’s what we shoulda called the joint.”


Instead he and his partner had called their place Miss Kitty’s. Most people assumed a reference to “Gunsmoke,” but their inspiration had been a whorehouse in Saigon. I did most of my own drinking at Jimmy Armstrong’s, on Ninth Avenue between Fifty-seventh and Fifty-eighth. Miss Kitty’s was on Ninth just below Fifty-sixth, and it was a little larger and more boisterous than I liked. I stayed away from it on the weekends, but late on a weekday night when the crowd thinned down and the noise level dropped, it wasn’t a bad place to be.


I’d been in there earlier that night. I had gone first to Armstrong’s, and around two-thirty there were only four of us left—Billie Keegan behind the bar and I in front of it and a couple of nurses who were pretty far gone on Black Russians. Billie locked up and the nurses staggered off into the night and the two of us went down to Miss Kitty’s, and a little before four Skip closed up, too, and a handful of us went on down to Morrissey’s.


Morrissey’s wouldn’t close until nine or ten in the morning. The legal closing hour for bars in the city of New York is 4:00 A.M., an hour earlier on Saturday nights, but Morrissey’s was an illegal establishment and was thus not bound by regulations of that sort. It was one flight up from street level in one of a block of four-story brick houses on Fifty-first Street between Eleventh and Twelfth Avenues. About a third of the houses on the block were abandoned, their windows boarded up or broken, some of their entrances closed off with concrete block.


The Morrissey brothers owned their building. It couldn’t have cost them much. They lived in the upper two stories, let out the ground floor to an Irish amateur theater group, and sold beer and whiskey after hours on the second floor. They had removed all of the interior walls on the second floor to create a large open space. They’d stripped one wall to the brick, scraped and sanded and urethaned the wide pine floors, installed some soft lighting and decorated the walls with some framed Aer Lingus posters and a copy of Pearse’s 1916 proclamation of the Irish Republic (“Irishmen and Irishwomen, in the name of God and of the dead generations . . .”). There was a small service bar along one wall, and there were twenty or thirty square tables with butcher-block tops.


We sat at two tables pushed together. Skip Devoe was there, and Billie Keegan, the night bartender at Armstrong’s. And Bobby Ruslander, and Bobby’s girl for the evening, a sleepy-eyed redhead named Helen. And a fellow named Eddie Grillo who tended bar at an Italian restaurant in the West Forties, and another fellow named Vince who was a sound technician or something like that at CBS Television.


I was drinking bourbon, and it must have been either Jack Daniel’s or Early Times, as those were the only brands the Morrisseys stocked. They also carried three or four scotches, Canadian Club, and one brand each of gin and vodka. Two beers, Bud and Heineken. A Cognac and a couple of odd cordials. Kahlúa, I suppose, because a lot of people were drinking Black Russians that year. Three brands of Irish whiskey, Bushmill’s and Jameson and one called Power’s, which nobody ever seemed to order but to which the Morrissey brothers were partial. You’d have thought they’d carry Irish beer, Guinness at least, but Tim Pat Morrissey had told me once that he didn’t fancy the bottled Guinness, that it was awful stuff, that he only liked the draft stout and only on the other side of the Atlantic.


They were big men, the Morrisseys, with broad high foreheads and full rust-colored beards. They wore black trousers and highly polished black brogans and white shirts with the sleeves rolled to the elbow, and they wore white butcher’s aprons that covered them to their knees. The waiter, a slim, clean-shaven youth, wore the same outfit, but on him it looked like a costume. I think he may have been a cousin. I think he’d have had to have been some sort of blood kin to work there.


They were open seven days a week, from around 2:00 A.M. to nine or ten. They charged three dollars for a drink, which was higher than the bars but reasonable compared to most after-hour joints, and they poured a good drink. Beer was two dollars. They would mix most of the common drinks, but it was no place to order a pousse-café.


I don’t think the police ever gave the Morrisseys a hard time. While there was no neon sign out front, the place wasn’t the best-kept secret in the neighborhood. The cops knew it was there, and that particular evening I noticed a couple of patrolmen from Midtown North and a detective I’d known years back in Brooklyn. There were two black men in the room and I recognized both of them; one I’d seen at ringside at a lot of fights, while his companion was a state senator. I’m sure the Morrissey brothers paid money to stay open, but they had some strong connections beyond the money they paid, ties to the local political clubhouse.


They didn’t water the booze and they poured a good drink. Wasn’t that as much of a character reference as any man needed?


OUTSIDE, another cherry bomb exploded. It was farther off, a block or two away, and it didn’t slam the door shut on any conversations. At our table, the CBS guy complained that they were rushing the season. He said, “The Fourth isn’t until Friday, right? Today’s what, the first?”


“It’s been the second for the past two hours.”


“So that’s still two days. What’s the hurry?”


“They get these fucking fireworks and they get the itch,” Bobby Ruslander said. “You know who’s the worst? The fucking chinks. For a while there I was seein’ this girl, she lived down near Chinatown. You’d get Roman candles in the middle of the night, you’d get cherry bombs, anything. Not just July, any time of the year. Comes to firecrackers, they’re all little kids down there.”


“My partner wanted to call the joint Little Saigon,” Skip said. “I told him, John, for Christ’s sake, people’re gonna think it’s a Chinese restaurant, you’re gonna get family groups from Rego Park ordering moo goo gai pan and two from Column B. He said what the hell’s Chinese about Saigon? I told him, I said, John, you know that and I know that, but when it comes to the people from Rego Park, John, to them a slope is a slope and it all adds up to moo goo gai pan.”


Billie said, “What about the people in Park Slope?”


“What about the people in Park Slope?” Skip frowned, thinking it over. “The people in Park Slope,” he said. “Fuck the people in Park Slope.”


Bobby Ruslander’s girl Helen said, very seriously, that she had an aunt in Park Slope. Skip looked at her. I picked up my glass. It was empty, and I looked around for the beardless waiter or one of the brothers.


So I was looking at the door when it flew open. The brother who kept the door downstairs stumbled through it and careened into a table. Drinks spilled and a chair tipped over.


Two men burst into the room behind him. One was about five-nine, the other a couple inches shorter. Both were thin. Both wore blue jeans and tennis sneakers. The taller one had on a baseball jacket, the shorter one a royal-blue nylon windbreaker. Both had billed baseball caps on their heads and blood-red kerchiefs knotted around their faces, forming triangular wedges that hid their mouths and cheeks.


Each had a gun in his hand. One had a snub-nosed revolver, the other a long-barreled automatic. The one with the automatic raised it and fired two shots into the stamped-tin ceiling. It didn’t sound like a cherry bomb or a hand grenade, either.


They got in and out in a hurry. One went behind the bar and emerged with the Garcia y Vega cigar box where Tim Pat kept the night’s receipts. There was a glass jar on top of the bar with a hand-lettered sign soliciting contributions for the families of IRA men imprisoned in the North of Ireland, and he scooped the bills out of it, leaving the silver.


While he was doing this, the taller man held a gun on the Morrisseys and had them turn out their pockets. He took the cash from their wallets and a roll of bills from Tim Pat. The shorter man set down the cigar box for a moment and went to the back of the room, removing a framed Aer Lingus poster of the Cliffs of Moher from the wall to expose a locked cupboard. He shot the lock off and withdrew a metal strongbox, tucked it unopened under his arm, went back to pick up the cigar box again, and ducked out the door and raced down the stairs.


His partner continued to hold the Morrisseys at gunpoint until he’d left the building. He had the gun centered at Tim Pat’s chest, and for a moment I thought he was going to shoot. His gun was the long-barreled automatic, he’d been the one who put two bullets in the tin ceiling, and if he shot Tim Pat, he seemed unlikely to miss.


There was nothing I could do about it.


Then the moment passed. The gunman breathed out through his mouth, the red kerchief billowing with his breath. He backed to the door and out, fled down the stairs.


No one moved.


Then Tim Pat held a brief whispered conference with one of his brothers, the one who’d been keeping the door downstairs. After a moment the brother nodded and walked to the gaping cupboard at the back of the room. He closed it and hung the Cliffs of Moher poster where it had been.


Tim Pat spoke to his other brother, then cleared his throat. “Gentlemen,” he said, and smoothed his beard with his big right hand. “Gentlemen, if I may take a moment to explain the performance ye just witnessed. Two good friends of ours came in to ask for the loan of a couple of dollars, which we lent them with pleasure. None of us recognized them or took note of their appearance, and I’m sure no one in this room would know them should we by God’s grace meet up with them again.” His fingertips dabbed at his broad forehead, moved again to groom his beard. “Gentlemen,” he said, “ye’d honor me and my brothers by havin’ the next drink with us.”


And the Morrisseys bought a round for the house. Bourbon for me. Jameson for Billie Keegan, scotch for Skip, brandy for Bobby, and a scotch sour for his date. A beer for the guy from CBS, a brandy for Eddie the bartender. Drinks all around—for the cops, for the black politicians, for a roomful of waiters and bartenders and night people. Nobody got up and left, not with the house buying a round, not with a couple of guys out there with masks and guns.


The clean-shaven cousin and two of the brothers served the drinks. Tim Pat stood at the side with his arms folded on his white apron and his face expressionless. After everyone had been served, one of his brothers whispered something to Tim Pat and showed him the glass jar, empty except for a handful of coins. Tim Pat’s face darkened.


“Gentlemen,” he said, and the room quieted down. “Gentlemen, in the moment of confusion there was money taken as was contributed to Norad, money for the relief of the misfortunate wives and children of political prisoners in the North. Our loss is our own, myself and my brothers, and we’ll speak no more of it, but them in the North with no money for food . . .” He stopped for breath, continued in a lower voice. “We’ll let the jar pass amongst ye,” he said, “and if some of ye should care to contribute, the blessings of God on ye.”


I probably stayed another half-hour, not much more than that. I drank the drink Tim Pat bought and one more besides, and that was enough. Billie and Skip left when I did. Bobby and his girl were going to stick around for a while, Vince had already left, and Eddie had joined another table and was trying to make points with a tall girl who waitressed at O’Neal’s.


The sky was light, the streets empty still, silent with early dawn. Skip said, “Well, Norad made a couple of bucks, anyway. There couldn’t have been a whole lot Frank and Jesse took out of the jar, and the crowd coughed up a fair amount to fill it up again.”


“Frank and Jesse?”


“Well, those red hankies, for Christ’s sake. You know, Frank and Jesse James. But that was ones and fives they took out of the jar, and it was all tens and twenties got put back into it, so the poor wives and wee childer in the North came out all right.”


Billie said, “What do you figure the Morrisseys lost?”


“Jesus, I don’t know. That strongbox could have been full of insurance policies and pictures of their sainted mither, but that would be a surprise all around, wouldn’t it? I bet they walked with enough to send a lot of guns to the bold lads in Derry and Belfast.”


“You think the robbers were IRA?”


“The hell,” he said. He threw his cigarette into the gutter. “I think the Morrisseys are. I think that’s where their money goes. I figure—”


“Hey, guys! Wait up, huh?”


We turned. A man named Tommy Tillary was hailing us from the stoop of the Morrisseys’ house. He was a heavyset fellow, full in the cheeks and jowls, big in the chest, big in the belly, too. He was wearing a summer-weight burgundy blazer and a pair of white pants. He was wearing a tie, too. He almost always wore a tie.


The woman with him was short and slender, with light brown hair that showed red highlights. She was wearing tight faded jeans and a pink button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up. She looked very tired, and a little drunk.


He said, “You guys know Carolyn? Course you do.” We all said hello to her. He said, “I got a car parked around the corner, plenty of room for everybody. Drop you guys off.”


“It’s a nice morning,” Billie said. “I think I’d as soon walk, Tommy.”


“Oh, yeah?”


Skip and I said the same. “Walk off some of the booze,” Skip said. “Wind down, get ready for bed.”


“You sure? No trouble to run you home.” We were sure. “Well, you mind walking as far as the car with us? That little demonstration back there, makes a person nervous.”


“Sure thing, Tom.”


“Nice morning, huh? Be a hot one today but it’s beautiful right now. I swear I thought he was gonna shoot whatsisname, Tim Pat. You see the look on his face at the end there?”


“There was a moment,” Billie said, “it could have gone either way.”


“I was thinking, there’s gonna be shooting, back and forth, I’m looking to see which table to dive under. Fucking little tables, there’s not a lot of cover, you know?”


“Not too much.”


“And I’m a big target, right? What are you smoking, Skip, Camels? Lemme try one of those if you don’t mind. I smoke these filters and this time of night they got no taste left to them. Thanks. Was I imagining things or was there a couple of cops in the room?”


“There were a few, anyway.”


“They got to carry their guns on or off duty, isn’t that right?”


He’d asked the question of me, and I agreed that there was a regulation to that effect.


“You’d think one of ’em would have tried something.”


“You mean draw down on the holdup men?”


“Something.”


“It’s a good way to get people killed,” I said. “Throwing lead around a crowded room like that.”


“I guess there’d be a danger of ricochets.”


“Why’d you say that?”


He looked at me, surprised by the snap in my tone. “Why, the brick walls, I guess,” he said. “Even shooting into the tin ceiling the way he did, a bullet could glance off, do some damage. Couldn’t it?”


“I guess,” I said. A cab cruised by, its off-duty light lit, a passenger sharing the front seat with the driver. I said, “On or off duty, a cop wouldn’t start anything in a situation like that unless someone else had already started shooting. There were a couple of bulls in the room tonight who probably had their hands on their guns toward the end there. If that fellow’d shot Tim Pat, he’d probably have been dodging bullets on the way out the door. If anybody had a clear shot at him.”


“And if they were sober enough to see straight,” Skip put in.


“Makes sense,” Tommy said. “Matt, didn’t you break up a bar holdup a couple of years ago? Somebody was saying something about it.”


“That was a little different,” I said. “They’d already shot the bartender dead before I made a move. And I didn’t spray bullets around inside, I went out into the street after them.” And I thought about that, and missed the next few sentences of the conversation. When I came back into focus Tommy was saying he’d expected to be held up.


“Lot of people in that room tonight,” he said. “Night workers, people closed up their places and carrying cash on ’em. You’d think they would have passed the hat, wouldn’t you?”


“I guess they were in a hurry.”


“I only got a few hundred on me, but I’d rather keep it than give it to a guy with a hanky on his face. You feel relieved not to get robbed, you’re real generous when they pass the jug for whatchacallit, Norad? I gave twenty bucks to the widows and orphans, didn’t think twice.”


“It’s all staged,” Billie Keegan suggested. “The guys with the handkerchiefs are friends of the family, they put on this little act every couple of weeks to boost the Norad take.”


“Jesus,” Tommy said, laughing at the idea. “Be something, wouldn’t it? There’s my car, the Riv. Big boat’ll carry everybody easy, you want to change your mind and let me run you on home.”


We all stayed with our decision to walk. His car was a maroon Buick Riviera with a white leather interior. He let Carolyn in, then walked around the car and unlocked his door, making a face at her failure to lean across the seat and unlock the door for him.


After they drove off, Billie said, “They were at Armstrong’s until one, one-thirty. I didn’t expect to see ’em again tonight. I hope he’s not driving back to Brooklyn tonight.”


“Is that where they live?”


“Where he lives,” he told Skip. “She’s here in the neighborhood. He’s a married guy. Doesn’t he wear a ring?”


“I never noticed.”


“Caro-lyn from the Caro-line,” Billie said. “That’s how he introduces her. She was sure shitfaced tonight, wasn’t she? When he left earlier I thought for sure he was takin’ her home—and come to think of it I guess he was. She was wearin’ a dress earlier tonight, wasn’t she, Matt?”


“I don’t remember.”


“I could swear she was. Office clothes, anyway, not jeans and a Brooks shirt like she had on now. Took her home, gave her a bounce, then they got thirsty and by that time the stores were closed, so off we go to the neighborhood after-hours, T. P. Morrissey, Prop. What do you think, Matt? Have I got the makings of a detective?”


“You’re doing fine.”


“He put on the same clothes but she changed. Now the question is will he go home to the wife or sleep over at Carolyn’s and show up at the office tomorrow in the same outfit. The only problem is, who gives a shit?”


“I was just going to ask that,” Skip said.


“Yeah. One thing he asked, I’ll ask it myself. Why didn’t they stick up the customers tonight? There must have been a lot of guys carryin’ a few hundred each and a couple with more than that.”


“Not worth it.”


“That’s a few grand we’re talking about.”


“I know,” Skip said. “It’s also another twenty minutes if you’re gonna do it right, and that’s in a room full of drunks with God knows how many of them carrying guns. I bet there were fifteen guns in that room.”


“Are you serious?”


“I’m not only serious, I bet I’m guessing low. For openers you got three or four cops. You got Eddie Grillo, right at our table.”


“Eddie carries a piece?”


“Eddie runs around with some pretty heavy guys, not even talking about who owns the joint where he works. There was a guy named Chuck, I don’t really know him, works at Polly’s Cage—”


“I know who you mean. He walks around with a gun on him?”


“Either that or he walks around with a permanent hardon and he’s built funny. Believe me, there’s a whole lot of guys walk around packing iron. You tell a whole roomful to reach for their wallets, some of them’ll reach for their guns instead. Meanwhile they’re in and out in what, five minutes tops? I don’t think it was five minutes from the door flying open and the bullets in the ceiling until they’re out the door and Tim Pat’s standing there with his arms crossed and a scowl on his face.”


“That’s a point.”


“And whatever they’d of got from people’s wallets, that’s small change.”


“You figure the box was that heavy? What do you figure it held?”


Skip shrugged. “Twenty grand.”


“Seriously?”


“Twenty grand, fifty grand, pick a number.”


“IRA money, you were saying earlier.”


“Well, what else do you figure they spend it on, Bill? I don’t know what they take in but they do a nice business seven days a week and where’s the overhead? They probably got the building for back taxes, and they live in half of it, so they got no rent to pay and no real payroll to come up with. I’m sure they don’t report any income or pay any taxes, unless they pretend that playhouse on the ground floor shows a profit and pay a token tax on that. They have to be dragging ten or twenty grand a week out of that place and what do you think they spend it on?”


“They have to pay off to stay open,” I put in.


“Payoffs and political contributions, of course, but not ten or twenty K a week’s worth. And they don’t drive big cars, and they never go out and spend a dollar in somebody else’s joint. I don’t see Tim Pat buying emeralds for some sweet young thing, or his brothers putting grams of coke up their Irish noses.”


“Up your Irish nose,” Billie Keegan said.


“I liked Tim Pat’s little speech, and then buying a round. Far as I know, that’s the first time the Morrisseys ever set ’em up for the house.”


“Fucking Irish,” Billie said.


“Jesus, Keegan, you’re drunk again.”


“Praise be to God, you’re right.”


“What do you think, Matt? Did Tim Pat recognize Frank and Jesse?”


I thought about it. “I don’t know. What he was saying added up to ‘Keep out of this and we’ll settle it ourselves.’ Maybe it was political.”


“Fucking-A right,” Billie said. “The Reform Democrats were behind it.”


“Maybe Protestants,” Skip said.


“Funny,” Billie said. “They didn’t look Protestant.”


“Or some other IRA faction. There’s different factions, aren’t there?”


“Of course you rarely see Protestants with handkerchiefs over their faces,” Billie said. “They usually tuck them in the breast pocks, the breast pockets—”


“Jesus, Keegan.”


“Fucking Protestants,” Billie said.


“Fucking Billie Keegan,” Skip said. “Matt, we better walk this asshole home.”


“Fucking guns,” Billie said, back on that track suddenly. “Go out for a nightcap and you’re surrounded by fucking guns. You carry a gun, Matt?”


“Not me, Billie.”


“Really?” He put a hand on my shoulder for support. “But you’re a cop.”


“Used to be.”


“Private cop now. Even the rent-a-cop, security guard in a bookstore, guy tells you to check your briefcase on the way in, he’s got a gun.”


“They’re generally just for show.”


“You mean I won’t get shot if I walk off with the Modern Library edition of The Scarlet Letter? You should of told me before I went and paid for it. You really don’t carry a gun?”


“Another illusion shattered,” Skip said.


“What about your buddy the actor?” Billie demanded of him. “Is little Bobby a gunslinger?”


“Who, Ruslander?”


“He’d shoot you in the back,” Billie said.


“If Ruslander carried a gun,” Skip said, “it’d be a stage prop. It’d shoot blanks.”


“Shoot you in the back,” Billie insisted. “Like whatsisname, Bobby the Kid.”


“You mean Billy the Kid.”


“Who are you to tell me what I mean? Does he?”


“Does he what?”


“Pack a piece, for Christ’s sake. Isn’t that what we’ve been talking about?”


“Jesus, Keegan, don’t ask me what we’ve been talking about.”


“You mean you weren’t paying attention either? Jeezus.”


BILLIE Keegan lived in a high-rise on Fifty-sixth near Eighth. He straightened up as we approached his building and appeared sober enough when he greeted the doorman. “Matt, Skip,” he said. “See you guys.”


“Keegan’s all right,” Skip told me.


“He’s a good man.”


“Not as drunk as he pretended, either. He was just riding it, enjoying himself.”


“Sure.”


“We keep a gun behind the bar at Miss Kitty’s, you know. We got held up, the place I used to work before John and I opened up together. I was behind the stick in this place on Second Avenue in the Eighties, guy walked in, white guy, stuck a gun in my face and got the money from the register. Held up the customers, too. Only have five, six people in the joint at the time, but he took wallets off of them. I think he took their watches too, if I remember it right. Class operation.”


“Sounds it.”


“All the time I was being a hero in Nam, fucking Special Forces, I never had to stand and look at the wrong end of a gun. I didn’t feel anything while it was going on, but later I felt angry, you know what I mean? I was in a rage. Went out, bought a gun, ever since then it’s been with me when I been working. At that joint, and now in Miss Kitty’s. I still think we should have called it Horseshoes and Hand Grenades.”


“You got a permit for it?”


“The gun?” He shook his head. “It’s not registered. You work saloons, you don’t have too much trouble knowing where to go to buy a gun. I spent two days asking around and on the third day I was a hundred dollars poorer. We got robbed once since we opened the place. John was working, he left the gun right where it was and handed over whatever was in the till. He didn’t rob the customers. John figured he was a junkie, said he didn’t even think of the gun until the guy was out the door. Maybe, or maybe he thought of it and decided against it. I probably would have done the same thing, or maybe not. You don’t really know until it happens, do you?”


“No.”


“You really haven’t had a piece since you quit the cops? They say after a guy gets in the habit he feels naked without it.”


“Not me. I felt like I laid down a burden.”


“Oh, lawdie, I’se gwine lay my burden down. Like you lightened up some, huh?”


“Something like that.”


“Yeah. He didn’t mean anything, incidentally. Talking about ricochets.”


“Huh? Oh, Tommy.”


“Tough Tommy Tillary. Something of an asshole, but not a bad guy. Tough Tommy, it’s like calling a big guy Tiny. I’m sure he didn’t mean anything.”


“I’m sure you’re right.”


“Tough Tommy. There’s something else they call him.”


“Telephone Tommy.”


“Or Tommy Telephone, right. He sells shit over the phone. I didn’t think grown men did that. I thought it was for housewives and they wind up making thirty-five cents an hour.”


“I gather it can be lucrative.”


“Evidently. You saw the car. We all saw the car. We didn’t get to see her open the door for him, but we got to see the car. Matt, you want to come up and have one more before we call it a day? I got scotch and bourbon, I probably got some food in the fridge.”


“I think I’ll just get on home, Skip. But thanks.”


“I don’t blame you.” He drew on his cigarette. He lived at the Parc Vendome, across the street and a few doors west of my hotel. He threw his cigarette away and we shook hands, and five or six shots sounded a block or so from us.


“Jesus,” he said. “Was that gunfire or half a dozen little firecrackers? Could you say for sure?”


“No.”


“Neither could I. Probably firecrackers, considering what day it is. Or the Morrisseys caught up with Frank and Jesse, or I don’t know what. This is the second, right? July second?”


“I guess so.”


“Gonna be some summer,” he said.
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