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PROLOGUE

August, 1998

Four of them, stripped to their shorts, stood on the riverbank, 
eyes fixed across Hell Gate at the lights of Queens.

This had been Charlie’s idea. Let’s swim it. 
No one protested. Not Johnny or Danny. Not even Mooney, the 

weakest swimmer among them. No one dared.
No sweat, Charlie said. Can’t be more than half a mile. Can’t be.
Across the river the lights flared, spur-like, diffused, beyond the 

roiling currents.
Tonight it’s ours. They had tried before and failed. But that didn’t 

matter. Not this night. Not for this, what Charlie called the grandest 
challenge of their youth, the ultimate test of their manhood. Let’s do 
it, he said.

They’d been drinking and their bodies leaned tentatively toward 
the water. Uncertain. Unsteady. Charlie with the broadest shoulders, 
the biggest build, the others thin pale shadows of him.

Above them the rush of cars on the bridge lifted into the night 
like a primal chant. 

Come on. 
Come on. 
Come on. 
Charlie stumbled forward, he was no pansy, feet slipping on wet 

rocks, arms swinging in broken circles, propeller-like, powering him 
into the waist-deep water at the river’s edge.

Johnny followed quickly, then Danny, mud sucking at their feet. 
Only Mooney hesitated, watching from the shoreline.

Come on, Charlie shouted. Prove you got some balls. Prove it.
Mooney shook like he was cold. Thin flat chest, flat belly, thin 

arms and  legs—bird-like, delicate—his face tinged with a blush of 
shame but his body white as bone. 

Come on! Charlie said again, this time Johnny and Danny joining 
in. Three voices shouting: come on, come on, come on.  
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Charlie came out of the water, talking under his breath to 
Mooney, jabbing at his face, his chest, his arms. Softly at first, almost 
playful. Then harder, harder. Grabbing him and lifting him, turning 
sharply as though he might fling him into the water. 

Mooney slipped free. He hung back on the bank, shoulders 
hunched in apology. Then the girl appeared. Out of nowhere, it 
seemed. Stepping from the shadow of the bridge. Sun-bleached hair 
blown back in the breeze, her smile an arc of whiteness in her deeply 
tanned face. She had a slow, easy way of walking, an offhand way of 
saying, I’m coming, too. No chance they wouldn’t go now. No chance 
any of them would chicken out. They watched her—Mooney less 
intently than the others: he’d seen her naked before—as she lifted 
her halter top, unzipped her shorts. In her bra and panties, she stood 
on the bank, unflinching under their scrutiny, before entering the 
water, striking out for the far shore.

Charlie leading the way, the three of them surrounded Mooney 
then, shouting Timmy Timmy Timmy, pulling at his thin arms, 
dragging him into the water.

Nobody swam in this river. Too dirty. Too dangerous. Too rife 
with chemicals, disease. Too subject to strong and unpredictable 
currents. As rough at times as Hell Gate to the south. At night the 
ship traffic couldn’t see you. You were flotsam, debris tossing in the 
waves.

But Charlie plunged ahead, swimming hard to overtake the girl, 
Johnny following close behind, then Danny, and Mooney dead last. 

The water’s black grip felt colder than Danny, the youngest 
of them, expected this time of year; slick and oily, it yanked him 
downward. When he fought his way to the surface, coughing, 
spitting through gritted teeth, he turned to be sure Mooney was 
following—and he was, arms flailing, feet kicking hard, an awkward 
but determined pantomime of a swimmer. The others, ahead of 
Danny, were already nothing more than dark blurs on the water, 
marked now and again, brief silver flashes. 

Danny got his bearings then and swam harder, gaining on 
the others because he knew without thinking it this test of their 
manhood involved not only making it to the other side but making 
it there first. It was as much now about her as it was about proving 
himself to the guys.

Fifty feet from shore the current began to strengthen. He stopped 
to rest, treading water, gulping mouthfuls of air, watching the pinpoint 
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of a ship’s light gliding by on the river, watching the shoreline glide 
by too as he drifted southward. Then he was swimming hard again, 
fighting the current, trying to make up lost ground.

What happened next happened without warning. A wave from 
the passing ship swamped him. When he re-surfaced, spitting the 
sour-tasting water, eyes tearing, thinking we’re all going to die out here, 
he saw Charlie swimming back toward him, heading for shore. 

Too rough, Charlie shouted. We can’t make it. 
Then Charlie was past him, head down, doing the flawless 

overhand stroke he’d won medals for. Johnny was close behind, 
swimming in his wake, face tight with strain as he too headed back.

I can make it, Danny thought. We’re almost a third of the way and 
I can make it. I can. I can. No longer could he see any trace of the girl, 
Julianne—he was in pursuit of the idea of her, his fantasy of her—so 
he began swimming again, riding the ship’s waves which were less 
severe now, small rounded hills of water breaking over him.

In a matter of moments, though, he saw Charlie was right. The 
current swiped him from all sides, held him captive, dragged him 
southward toward the bridge. It took all his effort to break free, to 
spring from its grip, to point himself toward shore where they’d left 
their clothes.

That was when he saw Mooney coming toward him, arms flailing, 
feet sending back fantails of spray as he labored into the current. 

You won’t make it, Danny shouted. 
Mooney kept swimming his awkward, blundering stroke. Danny 

stopped him, grabbing at his shoulders, his neck, the water rising 
in furious waves around them, everything—Mooney’s slick skin, 
Danny’s clawing hands, the stinging burn in his eyes, his throat—
all of it inseparable from the river’s raging assault; and then Danny 
stopped reaching for him, slowly backing away from him as the dark 
water swirled between them.

Treading water, his heart pounding so hard he gasped for breath, 
Danny watched him struggle to stay above water. He kept his head 
turned toward Danny. He seemed to be waiting for something. The 
look in his eyes said that.

Before he began swimming again, Mooney’s face lifted above 
the river. He was grinning, or so it appeared, his mouth twisted in an 
odd, unexplainable way as he leaned back into the current. 
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chapter 1

 
June, 2003

Mooney’s ghost, it seemed, had come back with a vengeance. 
For five years it had been a frequent visitor to his dreams, a stalker 

at the edge of his consciousness. Sometimes, in those dreams, it was 
Moon himself making an appearance, recognizable and distinct. 
Blond hair, thin almost girlish face with its perfectly formed features, 
wide smile that won you to his side the instant you met him. 

Other times, the nightmare version, he came in many guises: 
a shapeless mass sinking beneath the waves; a lost soul wandering 
without purpose or direction through empty streets; a bodiless cry 
for help that Danny would follow through darkened hallways and 
alleys, never reaching the source. Often it was unclear whether the 
cries for help came from Mooney or himself.

On certain days, certain weeks, the boy was beside him constantly 
like a living being. Then he would disappear for a while, or seem 
to. But when the letter came in early June, on a bright-hot Florida 
afternoon, Mooney’s ghost in all its forms gathered full force. 

There was no way he could turn it away. 
No way he could not go home. 

                                            
Charlie’s letter had been brief: Johnny leaving seminary, marrying 

Lorraine. Engagement party, Saturday the 12th. Wedding date TBA. 
Looking forward to a Renegades’ reunion.

On the cab ride from the airport, Danny Baker re-played the last 
sentence of it in his mind: Looking forward to a Renegades’ reunion. 
What they had called themselves: the Renegades. Outlaws, outcasts, 
rebels. Though what they were rebelling against—other than 
themselves—he couldn’t say now.

From the Tri-Borough Bridge Manhattan’s timeless grey slate of 
pointed and flat-roofed towers dominated the skyline; but when the 
cab came off the bridge they were in the southern tip of the Bronx 
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where the buildings were far less impressive: a haphazard collection of 
squat factories and warehouses, many of them abandoned, cordoned 
off from one another by chain-link fence and barbed wire. 

He asked the driver to stop alongside a long-neglected wasteland 
overgrown with grass and weeds.

This had been their hangout. Vacant lots, abandoned rail yards, 
three square miles of mostly flat land pockmarked with occasional 
clumps of trees. Running through it was a channel of murky, sluggish 
water that connected the Harlem and East Rivers. 

The Kill.
What the early Dutch settlers had called that strip of water, pure 

and fast-flowing then, clear and clean. 
Now the Kill’s water was dark and sluggish, channeling through 

the most desolate of surroundings. Urban blight at its finest: what 
had been their teenage Garden of Eden.

Where it all began the day Julianne walked into their lives. 
Coming down here like it was nothing, he’d thought then, crossing the 

train tracks with a slow thoughtful walk, dreamy rather than sassy, her 
mind not on the walking but on something else, her sandals scraping the 
hard soil of the Kill ’s bank. 

She didn’t hesitate approaching them, saying she’d seen them down 
here before, though none of them could remember seeing her.

She’d just moved into the project, didn’t know anyone yet. Could she 
hang with them?

Girls don’t come down here, Charlie told her, they’re too scared.  
She didn’t care, she said, she wasn’t like other girls. Besides, she’d 

rather hang out with guys any day. She stood with her shoulders high and 
jaunty. A dare in them, like the way she walked, the way her eyes looked 
when she smiled.

The kind of look that could bring a man down hard.         
“Somethin’ you’re lookin’ for?” the cabbie was asking. His face in 

the rear view said his patience had run out.
Danny stared out the window at the wall of weeds and grass.
Pictures, not words, came to him: the flash of Mooney’s arms 

as he battled the current, his cryptic grin as he swam away. His pale, 
shriveled flesh the next day when the police fished him from the river 
at Hell Gate, a mile south of where Danny had last seen him. 

Julianne’s body, though, had never been found. What he saw 
when he thought of her, in dreams or in waking, was the heaving 
muscle of the river, empty and dark and endless.  
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“Terrible, this place,” the cabbie grumbled. “Asshole of the earth. 
Why you wanna look at this?”

 Danny settled back into the seat. From here the Kill and the 
riverbank that had been their jumping off point weren’t visible, only 
the acres of weeds and marsh leading there, and the bridge ramp 
arcing skyward toward Queens.

“Visiting a grave,” he said.
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Chapter 2

His father came to the door quickly, spry as ever. Without 
hesitation he reached for his son’s bag.

“I got it, I got it,” Danny said, holding the door with his foot, 
but his father insisted, taking the leather overnight bag and setting it 
down in the narrow foyer.

“Been waiting for you all morning. Took the day off so I’d be 
here.”

“I told you what time I’d be in.”
“Yeah, yeah, but that was an hour and a half ago.”
“I made a stop.”
His father grunted, a vague acceptance of the fact that things 

rarely turned out as you expected. He was the same height as his son, 
six feet, maybe a shade over. His face had maintained its ruddy glow, 
a result of all the walking he did on his daily rounds. That had kept 
him trim and lean, as well. 

“You’re looking good,” his father was saying, sizing him up. “Real 
good.”   

“It’s my clean living.”
His father looked at him sharply. “Making fun of your old man?”
“Couldn’t be any cleaner if I was a monk. I swear.” He had to 

laugh at how true that was. Other than for work or school or for a 
movie, he didn’t get out a hell of a lot, which was just the opposite of 
his life before he moved south.

The worst of it was he’d stopped writing. The book he was 
working on, liked to think he was working on, had stalled out. It 
existed now mostly in his mind, a far off corner of his mind at that, 
a place he rarely visited these days. For Danny, that was more serious 
than it might first appear, because simply living his life had never 
been enough for him. Writing it down mattered as much, if not 
more. On the page he could say things he couldn’t say in real life.  

As for what others thought of him, they saw what his father saw: 
a decent-looking guy with a tan. It looked as if all was right in his 
world, and he was content letting them think that. 
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“I never liked change,” his father said before Danny could say the 
apartment felt as familiar as it always had: the framed paintings of 
Tuscany villas and vineyards; the foyer smell of musty, plaster walls 
still embedded with odors of his mother’s cooking—basil, garlic, 
olive oil; the notebook at one end of the dining room table where  
his father kept his accounts. 

“Why we standing here all cramped up?” He ushered Danny into 
the living room with its sixth-floor view of the playground across 
the street and, beyond the remaining buildings of the Chester Hill 
housing project, a partial glimpse of the Kill.        

“Okay to sit, you know.” His father indicated the arm chair by 
the window. 

Danny stood by the chair but didn’t sit, distracted by activity 
on the street. In the playground shirtless teenage boys in over-sized 
pants were embroiled in a heated game of basketball. Sweat glistened 
on dark skin.

“First thing you did when you could walk was climb onto that 
chair. You always had to know what was going on outside.”

“Still do.” He laughed at himself.  “Makes it a little bit easier to 
bear what’s going on inside.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“I’d rather deal with other folks’ problems than my own.”
His father shook his head in disappointment. “Ever since that 

damn accident—”
Danny knew the rest by heart. How many times had he been 

lectured? You can’t let one event define your life. The world’s too big 
a place for that—his father’s argument went on and on. 

“Let me get you some coffee,” his father was saying as he shuffled 
toward the kitchen. “I been keeping it warm.” 

Danny lingered by the window. On the basketball court bodies 
ran, turning fast, arms raised beneath the net. A fight broke out. Two 
guys at first, their teams gathering around them in a tight circle, 
before it turned into a free-for-all: a melee of shouts and swinging 
arms and clenched fists that widened in ripples across the court. 
“Fight outside,” he called toward the kitchen.

“There’s always a fight outside,” his father said back. “I don’t even 
bother calling the cops anymore.”

Danny watched the fighting stop as quickly as it had begun. The 
game resumed: the ceaseless ebb and flow across the court, passions 
re-focused. 
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With the apartment’s silence eating at him, he wandered down 
the short hall past his parents’ bedroom to the room he’d lived 
in for nineteen years. It was, as he knew it would be, as he left it: 
ordinary but adequate with its single bed, its blond walnut dresser 
and matching desk. Two shelves above the desk held books and the 
few trophies he’d earned. But it was the framed photo on the dresser 
that held his attention. The four Renegades at the beach. July 4th, 
1996. Charlie Romano, Johnny Whalen, Tim Mooney and himself. 
In their bathing suits. Arms around each other. Mooney’s smile the 
biggest and brightest. 

The room’s unaltered state, he decided, was more disturbing than 
it was a comfort.

In the kitchen he watched his father pour the coffee, hand steady, 
controlling the flow of dark liquid.  

He handed his son a steaming mug.      
In the cramped room, the air hung heavy and close. The wall 

clock above the fridge counted off the seconds as they stood leaning 
on opposite ends of the counter, between them the space of years and 
things unspoken. 

His father’s head was bowed and Danny could see how few the 
hairs were that still clung to his scalp. He remembered when he’d 
first discovered the small bare spot on his father’s head, how it had 
become a joke between them, the ever-widening circle of baldness 
that Danny would trace with his fingers, pretending to measure it. 
They were close back then and he missed that closeness now. 

He had blamed it on life, the inevitable distance that grows 
between a son and his old man; but if he were honest with himself 
he knew the cause was more particular than that, that it had begun 
the night of the “accident,” with all the things he’d never been able to 
talk about: his secrets, his shame.

His father looked across the counter at him as if he knew what 
his son was thinking. And what he said next was said in apology, 
as if it proved his advice to forget about the accident, that it was a 
thing of the past, had been—if not dead wrong—at least premature.  
“Mooney’s brother came by.”

Danny didn’t understand. “Tommy Mooney? Why?”
“Had some questions.”
“About what?”
“The accident.”
“Why? When?”
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“Last week. Thursday maybe, or Friday. He’s a detective now. 
NYPD. Said he wanted to talk to you.”

Danny hadn’t thought about Tommy Mooney in years. Back in 
the day the guy had only been a beat cop, finishing up his law degree 
nights at St. John’s. Bottom line: he was a wise-ass with a fast mouth. 
At his brother’s funeral, though, he hadn’t said a word. He’d kept his 
head down and wouldn’t look at anyone.

The wall clock ticked into the silence. 
The phrase he wanted to talk to you had set Danny’s nerves on 

edge. “What’d he want to know?”
“He didn’t say.”
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