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            To Chicago legend Jim Reynolds, who always eagerly awaits the delivery of the next Ashe Cayne installment and stays up into
               the dark wee hours of the morning finishing the story then texting me his approval.
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         “My uncle is dead,” Ivan Ramirez said, sitting across from my desk in a loose golf shirt and black Titleist cap that he wore
            slightly tilted to the side. An even tan made his swarthy skin glisten under the sun coming through the large window behind
            me.
         

         
         “So are Shakespeare, Mandela, and Van Gogh,” I said.

         
         “What’s that supposed to mean?” he said.

         
         “Your uncle is in elite company,” I said.

         
         “Will you help me find out what really happened to him?”

         
         “Very unlikely.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because last week I decided to take the rest of the year off.”

         
         “But it’s only the second week of September. How can you make money taking off four months of the year?”

         
         “When I do make money, I’m very miserly. And I have a kid about your age named Balzac who takes my money and doubles then
            triples it while I’m on the golf course.”
         

         
         “You like to play golf?”

         
         “Wrong word choice.”

         
         Ivan looked at me quizzically.

         
         “The correct word would be ‘love.’ I’m obsessed with golf.”

         
         “So am I.”

         
         “How good are you?”

         
         “Better than good. Half a season from being great.”

         
         I liked this kid.

         
         “Maybe you should talk to the uniforms about your uncle,” I said. “I have a friend named Burke who’s a pain in the ass, but
            he’s kind of a big shot in the department. I can get the two of you face-to-face. He owes me a favor.”
         

         
         “I already talked to the cops,” Ivan said. “And they weren’t any help.”

         
         “What did they say?”

         
         “My uncle was drinking, fell into the lake, and drowned.”

         
         “That’s not a fun way to go,” I said.

         
         “That’s not how he went.”

         
         “How can you be so sure?”

         
         “Because my uncle didn’t drink and he couldn’t swim, so he never went near water. You had to almost medicate him just to drive
            over a bridge. My uncle never would’ve gone near the lake and definitely not close enough to fall into it.”
         

         
         “So what do you think happened to him?” I said.

         
         “I think someone killed him.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “I have no idea. That’s why I want to hire you.”

         
         “Unfortunately, as I said a few minutes ago, I’m not available. You’re off by four months. But I have a couple friends who
            are pretty good at sleuthing.”
         

         
         “You like big words,” he said.

         
         “Only when I can’t think of any small words to say.”

         
         He smiled.

         
         “I don’t want anyone else,” he said. “I want you. I was told you were the best.”

         
         “I know you’re still young, but you shouldn’t believe everything you hear.”

         
         “I believe everything Ms. Packer says.”

         
         That sat me up.

         
         “Penny Packer?” I said.

         
         He nodded. “She was the one who told me about you.”

         
         Penny Packer was the richest woman in the city, more connected in Chicago than the pope is in Vatican City, and she was as
            much of a golf junkie as I was. The one difference being that she could just hop on her jet anytime and go play the world’s
            greatest golf courses without blinking an eye.
         

         
         “You buried the lede,” I said.

         
         “What does that mean?” he said.

         
         “You should’ve opened with Penny. That brings a different hue to the conversation. How do you know her?”

         
         “I caddied for her at Butler National last week.”

         
         “How did she shoot?”

         
         “Five over.”

         
         I shook my head.

         
         “And that was from the men’s tees,” he said.

         
         “Sounds like Penny,” I said. “So what’s a kid like you doing caddying at Butler?”

         
         “Just did it for the summer,” he said. “They let the caddies play for free after the members are off the course. I’m trying
            to make it on the Korn Ferry Tour; then once that happens, hopefully I will make it to the PGA.”
         

         
         “You have to qualify for the Korn Ferry first.”

         
         “I have my first tournament in two weeks in Texas.”

         
         “Why are you here about your uncle and not his wife or kids?”

         
         “Because they’re back in Colombia. That’s where we’re from. I’m his only family here.”

         
         “Did he live alone?”

         
         “No, he had two roommates. They do the same kind of work.”

         
         “Did you talk to them?”

         
         “I did. They said he left one morning to go find work, and he just never came home. They tried calling his phone the next day, but it kept going to voicemail. The following night, when they hadn’t heard from him, they called me. I tried calling him also, but his phone wasn’t ringing. It was off. I tried leaving a message, but his box was full. I called his wife, and she said she hadn’t heard from him in two days, which concerned her, because she talked to him twice a day—once in the morning and once at night.” 

         
         “How many kids did he have?”

         
         “Three boys.”

         
         “Ages?”

         
         “I’m not exactly sure, but they’re all under the age of ten or eleven.”

         
         “How did you find out he had died?”

         
         “A detective showed up at my uncle’s apartment building and told the guy who lived next door to him that my uncle had been
            found in the lake near the Point on the South Side. The detective asked him a few questions, gave him his card, then left.
            The neighbor called me.”
         

         
         “Have you talked to the detective?”

         
         “Briefly. He seemed busy. He said he had a lot of cases. He said my uncle was drunk and fell into the lake.”

         
         “That was it?”

         
         “I tried to tell him that it wasn’t possible and that my uncle would never put himself in that situation. He said that sometimes
            people do things you don’t expect them to do that don’t make sense. This was one of those situations.”
         

         
         I nodded. I wasn’t surprised. A poor Colombian immigrant had no chance of getting any real attention from CPD unless they
            walked into the mayor’s office with five pounds of dynamite strapped to their waist.
         

         
         “When did all of this happen?”

         
         “They found his body last Tuesday,” Ivan said. “I talked to the detective last Friday. So it’s been about a week.”

         
         “You remember the name of the detective?”

         
         Ivan reached into his golf pants and pulled out a business card. Detective Seamus O’Halloran. I didn’t recognize the name. He worked out of the Second District. 

         
         “You said your uncle was heading off to work,” I said. “Where did he work?”

         
         “Anywhere he could get a job.”

         
         “What does that mean?”

         
         “He worked heating and cooling his whole life back in Colombia. He got a job here with a company over in Englewood, but he
            quit about six months ago. He said he didn’t get along with a couple guys. So he started going to the Home Depot in Back of
            the Yards to stand out with the other guys and pick up jobs with contractors who needed help.”
         

         
         “When was he last seen?”

         
         “All I could figure out was that his roommates saw him leaving for Home Depot, the guys saw him at Home Depot, and then he
            got into a van with some man to go do work. No one saw or heard from him until his body was found in the lake.”
         

         
         “Interesting,” I said.

         
         “Does that mean you’ll take the case?” Ivan said.

         
         “It means I’ll dig around a little unofficially and see if there’s anything here.”

         
         “I don’t have much money,” he said. “But I’m willing to give you what I have, and the rest I can make up in golf lessons.”

         
         “I won’t take your money, Ivan. The golf lessons are fine by me. I’m hovering at a ten handicap. Been stuck there for the
            last five years. I need to get down to single digits.”
         

         
         “I can help you get there in three months.”

         
         I liked the kid’s confidence. I also liked that if he was right, I’d finally get to the other side of the mountain.

         
         “Do I need to sign some kind of contract?” he said.

         
         I extended my hand, and he shook it firmly.

         
         “You just did,” I said.

         
         

         The next morning, I got up early, ran a couple miles along the lake with Stryker off his leash, then headed over to the Home Depot in Back of the Yards. I didn’t get to this neighborhood often. 

         
         Several men in overalls and sweatshirts stood near the entrance of the parking lot, drinking coffee and talking among themselves.
            All of them looked to be Latino. I sat in my car and watched the flow of traffic. Contractors in a wide array of vans and
            trucks pulled into the enormous parking lot, mostly men in oversized work pants and boots still wiping sleep from the corners
            of their eyes. Vans would pull up to the day laborers standing near the entrance. There would be a short exchange—I assumed
            a description of the job and a negotiation on the price—then the men would climb into the van and be on their way. As time
            moved on, the traffic increased and the activity became more frenzied. After an hour of watching, I felt as though I had an
            understanding of the rhythm.
         

         
         I got out of my car and walked over to the handful of men who remained. They stared at me skeptically as I approached.

         
         “Morning, guys,” I said. “How’s it going?”

         
         All of them nodded without speaking.

         
         “Can I ask you guys a few questions?” I said.

         
         They all looked to a short guy with an ample belly and thick mustache.

         
         “Who are you?” the man said in perfect English.

         
         “My name is Ashe Cayne,” I said. “I’m a private detective.”

         
         “You’re a cop?” the man said.

         
         “Used to be,” I said. “Now I do investigations to help people who have problems and need answers.”

         
         The other men looked at the short guy, and he quickly said something to them in Spanish that seemed to calm them.

         
         “Do you have identification?” the man said.

         
         “I have my business card,” I said, pulling one out and handing it to him.

         
         He inspected the card carefully, then said, “What questions do you have for us?”

         
         I took my phone out, pulled up a photo of Joaquin Escobar, and showed it to him. The men gathered around him to see the image
            for themselves.
         

         
         “Do you know this man?” I said.

         
         “Joaquin,” the man said.

         
         “You know he’s dead?”

         
         The man nodded somberly.

         
         “Do you remember when he was here last?”

         
         “Monday. Last week.”

         
         “Did he seem normal?”

         
         “Claro que sí. Just like always. He was happy. He got picked up for a job.”

         
         “Do you remember who picked him up?”

         
         “First time I saw this van. Big black van with a ladder on top.”

         
         “Did you see the driver?”

         
         “Not really. White guy. Thirties or forties. He wore glasses.”

         
         “Do you know what happened to him after that?”

         
         “No,” the man said. “They drove away. We never saw Joaquin again.”

         
         “Can you ask your friends for me if they know anything?”

         
         He turned to the other men and spoke several sentences in Spanish. A few of them responded, and there were a couple of animated
            exchanges.
         

         
         “They don’t know what happened,” the man said. “But one of them said Joaquin was in trouble.”

         
         “What kind of trouble?”

         
         The man turned to a slim guy wearing white painter’s pants and a ripped sweatshirt. He had a mess of curly dark hair that
            fell down his forehead and almost over his eyes. They had a brief exchange.
         

         
         “He says Joaquin had a problem because of a woman. He messed around with a lady, and her boyfriend found out and wasn’t happy.”

         
         “Does he know the name of the lady?”

         
         The two men conferred quickly, then the short guy said, “He doesn’t know the lady’s name, but he knows where she works.”

         
         “Where?”

         
         “In a restaurant called Atotonilco Taqueria over on Forty-Seventh Street. She’s the manager.”

         
         “What does she look like?”

         
         He asked the guy for a description, then turned back to me and said, “You can’t miss her. She’s one of the prettiest women
            in Chicago. And she has green eyes the color of emeralds.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            2

         
         I walked into Home Depot and after several minutes found a manager. Luis Cabrera sat on a forklift, helping move refrigerators
            from the ground up to a shelf about twenty feet in the air. The other workers laughed at how poorly he was working the controls.
            He told them it had been a while since he’d used one of these machines, but he could still get the job done faster than they
            could. When he stepped out of the driver’s seat, I approached him.
         

         
         “Can you give me a couple minutes?” I asked.

         
         “Is it going to cost me?” he joked.

         
         “A lot less than an auto mechanic or psychiatrist.”

         
         “In that case, I don’t mind.”

         
         “My name is Ashe Cayne,” I said.

         
         “Luis Cabrera,” he said.

         
         We shook hands.

         
         “I’m a private detective,” I said, “and I’m looking into a situation that happened with a man who picks up work in your parking
            lot.”
         

         
         “One of the laborers?” he said.

         
         “A guy named Joaquin Escobar.”

         
         “Something bad happen?”

         
         “The worst kind of bad that can happen,” I said. “He’s dead.”

         
         “He died in our parking lot? I didn’t hear anything about that.”

         
         “No, he died in the lake, but the last he was seen was in your parking lot.”

         
         “We have a group of guys who pick up work,” Cabrera said. “We used to chase them away, but then they would just stand on the
            street, and a guy almost got hit one day, so we figured, what the hell, they aren’t hurting anyone standing out there. They’re
            just trying to make an honest living.”
         

         
         I took out my phone and the photograph of Escobar and showed it to him. He looked at it, tightened his lips as he thought
            for a moment, then said, “Sorry, I don’t really pay much attention to who’s out there. But I know one guy is there all the
            time. Short guy, big stomach, heavy mustache. They call him El Gordo. He seems to be the leader. You talk to him?”
         

         
         “I did. He said Escobar showed up that morning and got in a black van with a ladder on top, and that was the last time they
            saw him.”
         

         
         Cabrera shook his head. “A man can’t even make a living these days without some psycho doing something crazy.”

         
         “Well, we don’t know for sure if the man did anything,” I said. “We just know that was the last anyone who knows him actually
            saw him. But I need to find the man. That’s why I was hoping I could take a look at your video.”
         

         
         Cabrera scratched his head. “I want to, but I really can’t,” he said. “Corporate policy.”

         
         “Understood. How about you take a look and just let me know if you can see the van and Escobar getting into it?”

         
         “It would be a lot easier for me if the cops asked for it. I have to follow the rules. Corporate gets really uptight about
            these things.”
         

         
         “Not a problem,” I said. “I’ll be back in about fifteen minutes.”

         
         I walked out the store and dialed the number for Commander Rory Burke, my mentor and former boss when I was a detective working
            in Area Three. He was big and gruff and always in a hurry.
         

         
         “What the hell you want now?” Burke said, as a way of greeting. He was a man who saw little use for pleasantries.

         
         “I’m at the Home Depot in Back of the Yards,” I said.

         
         “You at Home Depot?” he said, laughing. “Talk about a fish out of water. Why the hell aren’t you walking on a golf course
            with some kid holding your bag?”
         

         
         “Because I’m trying to help the kid who would be holding my bag,” I said. “His uncle was found off the Point, and the kid
            wants to know what happened to him. He was last seen getting into a van in this parking lot. I need to see the make and license
            plate of the van.”
         

         
         “Thus the call to me to get the video.”

         
         “Or at least talk to the manager to let me see the video.”

         
         “Is the manager there?”

         
         I walked back into the store. Cabrera was helping some woman use the automated key cutting machine.

         
         “The cops, as you requested,” I said to him, handing him the phone.

         
         The conversation was quick, and all I heard Cabrera say was “No problem, Commander.” He returned my phone and said, “Let’s
            go.”
         

         
         I followed him to the back of the store, behind the lumber section, through a door that led into a narrow hallway, and up
            a long flight of steps.
         

         
         “Not for the uninitiated,” I said after reaching the top step.

         
         “When you do it thirty times a day like I do, you get used to it,” he said. “Those steps are my gym.”

         
         I followed him into a small, sparse office with two computer monitors and an old metal desk and a tall filing cabinet. A brown
            lunch bag sat next to a thermos on the desk. He pulled a chair around for me to sit next to him as he booted the computer.
            Once it was up and running and he had logged into the system, he opened the log of video recordings.
         

         
         “Which day are you looking for?” he said.

         
         “They found his body last Tuesday, so let’s start there,” I said.

         
         Cabrera tapped on the keyboard, scrolled through several downloads, then finally got the recordings from that day to pop up on the screen. The cameras were motion activated, so they only recorded when there was activity in the parking lot. He found the camera that gave the best view of the area where the laborers were standing and pushed play. We watched through the entire morning of recordings, and while several trucks and work vans had pulled up to the laborers, none of them were black with a ladder on top. 

         
         “Let’s look at Monday,” I said.

         
         Cabrera found the recordings, then hit the play button. The employees started showing up a little after five o’clock. Those
            who drove parked their cars toward the back of the lot. Cabrera explained this was store policy. Customers always first.
         

         
         About a quarter to six, the first laborer walked onto the lot, sipping from a coffee mug. He stood at the entrance, looking
            at his phone. Ten minutes later, several guys were dropped off in a pickup truck, and they joined the first guy, exchanging
            greetings and handshakes. El Gordo arrived a few minutes later carrying a Dunkin’ bag. He pulled out a doughnut and passed
            the bag around. At six o’clock, the store opened, and all the contractors who had been queued at the door lumbered inside.
         

         
         At 6:35, a small white car pulled into the parking lot and stopped in front of the men. Joaquin Escobar got out of the car,
            bent down, and said something through the window to the driver, then joined the other men. I asked Cabrera to pause the video
            for a second as I opened a blank page in the Notes app on my phone and typed in the time Escobar had arrived.
         

         
         Once the video resumed playing, I asked Cabrera to speed it up a little so we could get through the tape faster but still clearly see what was happening. Over the next few minutes, two of the guys were hired for work. The pattern was the same. A truck or van would pull over. El Gordo would step up to the passenger side of the vehicle and lead the conversation. Once it was done, he’d point to one of the guys, talk to them briefly, and then they would get in the truck and head off to work. Ten minutes after the first two guys had departed, a black transit van with a ladder affixed to the roof pulled into the parking lot. 

         
         “Stop it right there,” I said. “I need to get the time stamp.”

         
         I wrote 6:53 a.m. in my notes, then told Cabrera to continue. Same process. El Gordo walked to the van, spoke to the driver, and pointed at
            Joaquin, who came over and had a brief conversation with the driver before jumping into the passenger seat. The camera’s angle
            was not right to capture the driver. The van started to pull off.
         

         
         “Pause it,” I said. “I want to see if we can read the words on the side.”

         
         “These cameras aren’t the greatest,” Cabrera said. “I’m embarrassed to say how old they are. Let me see what I can do.”

         
         He played with a couple buttons and zoomed in on the van. The picture grew increasingly grainy the more he pushed in.

         
         “That’s about the best I can do,” he said.

         
         We couldn’t read all the words, but we were able to catch two of them. THERMAL and WINDY. I wrote them in my notes. Cabrera continued the video, but this time in slow motion. The van did a U-turn to leave the parking
            lot, and when its license plate faced the camera, I told him to pause.
         

         
         “Never gonna get it,” he said, playing with the zoom and contrast. “Too far away.”

         
         “Can you print that image for me?” I said.

         
         “Sure.”

         
         Within seconds, the small printer on the counter behind his desk came to life and delivered the image of the rear of the van.
            He handed the printout to me. He was right. You could barely see that there was even a license plate, let alone be able to
            read what it said. He pushed play on the video, and the van pulled out of the lot, onto Western, and joined the stream of
            cars heading north.
         

         
         I stood up. “Better than nothing,” I said.

         
         “Wish I could’ve helped more,” he said.

         
         I gave him one of my business cards. “If you hear anything, give me a call,” I said.

         
         “Will do,” he said. “You think whoever hired him killed him?”

         
         “No idea,” I said. “But I sure as hell plan on finding the driver. He might not have done it, but he can definitely help fill
            in the timeline.”
         

         
         

         I sat staring at Carolina Espinoza, who was staring at an apple pancake the size of a wedding cake that could feed a party
            of a hundred. We were having breakfast at the Original Pancake House down in the Gold Coast. It was our last breakfast before
            she and a group of friends headed over to Belize for their annual girls’ trip.
         

         
         “Why do you always order that thing and only take two bites of it?” I said.

         
         “Because two bites satisfy me, but just looking at it does, also.”

         
         I had made quick work of my buckwheat pancakes and thick-cut bacon.

         
         “Besides,” she said, “I need to fit into my bikini in forty-eight hours, and no matter how much I love this apple pancake,
            I’m not going to let it ruin my vacation.”
         

         
         “You could eat two of those a day for an entire month, and your weight wouldn’t budge,” I said. “You’ve been the same weight
            since I met you.”
         

         
         “Not true,” she said.

         
         “Which part?”

         
         “Both. If I ate just one of these things, I’d gain five pounds. And I’m not the same weight as when we first met. I’m actually
            a pound and a half heavier.”
         

         
         She smiled.

         
         “I’m going to miss you,” I said.

         
         “You always say that,” she said. “Then I leave, and you play two rounds of golf every day and totally forget I’m not here.”

         
         “Well, that’s not gonna happen this time,” I said. “I’ve gotta figure out what happened to this kid’s uncle.”

         
         I brought her up to speed on the little I had gleaned thus far.

         
         “But I thought you were taking the rest of the year off,” she said. “You were adamant.”

         
         “I was. But then Ivan walked into my office and told me his story.”

         
         “And you couldn’t say no.”

         
         “I did at first, but then he told me he was a scratch golfer, and Penny had made the referral.”

         
         “Did anyone from CPD investigate his uncle’s death?” Carolina said.

         
         “If they did, it was cursory at best. He’s an immigrant from Colombia found floating in Lake Michigan. You think he’s at the
            top of the priority list?”
         

         
         “He’s probably not even on the list.”

         
         “My point exactly.”

         
         “You think the girlfriend’s boyfriend did it?”

         
         “Relationship issues. One of the top three causes for homicide.”

         
         “What about the black van?”

         
         “That’s where you come in,” I said.

         
         “Moi?”

         
         “Oui, toi. I need you to do a search on what we were able to read on the side of the van. Maybe you can find the company,
            then cross-reference it with the van in the motor vehicle database.”
         

         
         “But you don’t have any part of the license plate number. You just have two words and the vehicle description.”

         
         “And you.”

         
         “Flattery will get you everywhere,” she said, leaning over and kissing me softly.

         
         “Can you do it before you leave for Belize?”

         
         “Sure, in between my last-minute shopping, hair appointment, waxing, and pedicure.”

         
         “See, outrageous beauty can be a blessing and a curse. Setting the bar that high is the easy part. The difficult part is keeping it there.” 

         
         Carolina shook her head. “Don’t turn on the charm now,” she said. “Save it for later tonight at your apartment.”

         
         “I didn’t know I would need it,” I said.

         
         “You might not if you choose the right bottle of wine.”

         
         “I’ll keep that in mind.”

         
         “Where are you going next?” she said.

         
         “To find a woman who some are calling one of the prettiest women in Chicago. Present company excluded, of course.”

         
         “And who’s that?”

         
         “Emerald Eyes.”
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         Atotonilco Taqueria was squeezed into a long line of low-rent storefronts near the intersection of Forty-Seventh Street and
            South Paulina Street in the Back of the Yards neighborhood. Its loud green, white, and red banner screamed from several blocks
            away, wanting to let you know the Mexican food at this joint was not only authentic but good and affordable. I stepped into
            the busy restaurant full of people grabbing takeout on their way home. A few diners sat at the rectangular orange tables with
            matching vinyl chairs. I looked around but didn’t see Emerald Eyes. Maybe she was back in the kitchen. I waited in line patiently
            until I reached the register. A short, no-nonsense middle-aged woman wearing an apron and hairnet looked up at me.
         

         
         “Your order?” she said.

         
         “I’m looking for someone who works here with ojos verdes,” I said.

         
         “Julieta?”

         
         “¿Tiene ojos verdes?”

         
         “Sí.”

         
         “¿Muy bonita?”

         
         “Sí.”

         
         “Can I talk to her?”

         
         “No. She don’t work here anymore.”

         
         “When did she leave?”

         
         “I have people who want food,” she said, pointing to the increasingly more impatient line of customers behind me. “Do you want to order?” 

         
         “I need to talk to Julieta,” I said.

         
         The woman shook her head. “I can’t help you,” she said.

         
         “Can you give me her phone number?”

         
         The woman shook her head.

         
         “Can you tell me her last name?”

         
         The woman shook her head again.

         
         “How can I reach her?”

         
         A man about the same size as the woman and wearing a stained black apron stepped up to the counter.

         
         “Is there a problem, mi amigo?” he said.

         
         The woman said something to him in Spanish, much too fast for me to understand, but I did catch Julieta in what she said.
         

         
         “She doesn’t work here,” the man said.

         
         “Where does she work?” I said.

         
         “Step aside, please, so my customers can order,” he said.

         
         He moved over to the other side of the woman, and I followed.

         
         “I just need to ask her a couple questions,” I said. “Can you tell me where I can find her?”

         
         “Who sent you?” the man said.

         
         “No one,” I said. “She knows someone who I know, and I want to ask her a question about him.”

         
         “Mi amigo, I can’t help you,” he said. “Julieta doesn’t work here, and I can’t say anything else.”

         
         He turned away from the counter and went back to the stove in the kitchen. I looked at the woman at the register, but she
            wouldn’t look at me, so I turned and left. When I was about to open my car door, I heard a girl call, “Mister?”
         

         
         I turned to find a short girl, somewhere in her late teens, with long, red-streaked hair and tight jeans and a T-shirt with
            the restaurant’s name emblazoned across it in bright letters.
         

         
         “You are looking for Julieta,” she said.

         
         “I am.”

         
         “Why do you want her?” she said.

         
         “I need to ask her questions about someone who died.”

         
         “Who died?”

         
         “A man named Joaquin Escobar.”

         
         A hint of recognition registered on her face.

         
         “Is Julieta in trouble?” she said.

         
         “Not with me,” I said.

         
         “Are you a policeman?”

         
         “No, I’m a private investigator.”

         
         “Julieta is hiding,” the girl said.

         
         “Hiding?”

         
         “She left last week. She’s scared.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “I really can’t say. She doesn’t want anyone to find her.”

         
         “Do you know who she’s hiding from?”

         
         “I do, but I can’t say nothing.”

         
         “I need to talk to her,” I said. “I think she might be able to help me figure out what happened to Joaquin.”

         
         “What is your name?” she said.

         
         “Ashe Cayne.”

         
         “You promise she isn’t in trouble and you’re not going to do anything to her?”

         
         “Would a face like this cause anyone any trouble?” I smiled.

         
         She smiled back. “Well, you are kinda cute,” she said. “Give me your number, and I will give it to her. If she wants to talk
            to you, she’ll call you.”
         

         
         I gave the short girl one of my business cards. She started to leave, then turned back around. “What happened to Joaquin?”
            she said.
         

         
         “They found him against the rocks on the lake.”

         
         She winced, then walked away.

         
         

         My father summoned me to dinner at his town house in Bronzeville. He phrased it as an invitation, but it was clear by the way he said it that I had no option but to accept. He informed me that Pearline, his part-time cook/housekeeper, was cooking clam chowder to start, followed by braised lamb chops, candied Brussels sprouts, and mashed potatoes. Dessert would be my favorite: sweet potato pie. My father always had a planned menu when I came to what he called a proper dinner. I couldn’t remember Dr. Wendell Cayne ever inviting me over to watch a football game over pizza and cold beer.
         

         
         “I’m glad you could fit me into your busy schedule,” he said as I took a seat across from him in the library. My father always
            liked to have a drink before dinner. He was sipping a cognac that had probably been made back during the French Revolution.
            He had an old-fashioned waiting for me next to my chair. There was a happiness in his eyes that I hadn’t seen in a while.
            He was in total control. As always.
         

         
         “Why do you always make it seem like I never have time for you?” I said. “I always answer your calls, and I always come for
            dinner or lunch when you ask me to.”
         

         
         “That’s exactly my point,” he said. “When I ask you to. I shouldn’t have to always ask my son to come home and have dinner.
            Sometimes you should just pick up the phone and ask me if I want to grab a bite or something.”
         

         
         “‘Or something’?” I laughed. “You are not an or-something type of person. And you know that.”

         
         My father nodded slightly. “Well, I’m at least a grab-a-bite type of person,” he said.

         
         “Fine,” I said. “Next time, I’ll be the one who makes the invitation and the menu.”

         
         He took a sip of his cognac and stared across the room at the hundreds of rare and first edition books lining the walls. The fireplace was all aglow, the logs in a perfect cross pattern. It wasn’t cold enough yet to have the fireplace on, but he loved how fire roared in this room and the way a flame’s shadows flickered across the dark-paneled walls. He nodded approvingly at his vast collection. 

         
         “Fifty long years to assemble this,” he said. “I don’t know what I’d do if I didn’t have books. Marcus Tullius Cicero once
            said, ‘A room without books is like a body without a soul.’ All of these will be yours one day,” he said. “You’re my only
            son. You will get everything I have.”
         

         
         “You know I don’t like talking about things like this,” I said. “It’s creepy. I don’t want to discuss your mortality.”

         
         “Death is part of life,” he said, waving me off. “Properly planning for it is something most people don’t do, and that’s a
            mistake. Especially in this country. The government will rob you blind if you’re not prepared for those robber barons down
            in Washington. They’ll suck you dry before my body is cold in the ground.”
         

         
         I took a sip of the old-fashioned. It was perfect as always. Had my father not been a renowned psychiatrist, he could’ve been
            an all-world-caliber mixologist.
         

         
         “I prefer to focus on the things we can share while we’re both alive,” I said. “Experiences are more meaningful to me than
            material things. ‘All my possessions for a moment of time.’”
         

         
         “I don’t know that one,” my father said.

         
         “The Virgin Queen,” I said. “Elizabeth the First.”

         
         “Your mother would’ve been so proud to hear you say that,” he said. “It’s a blessing you took after her in that regard.” He
            placed his drink down and stood, which signaled it was time to eat. “Let’s eat in the sunroom tonight.”
         

         
         My father rarely ate in the kitchen, and depending on his mood or the purpose of the dinner meeting, he chose the room accordingly.
            The sunroom was always his choice for more relaxed conversations. It had an entire wall of windows that overlooked the small
            park behind his house and the western portion of the downtown skyline. He’d had the wall torn down and turned into windows
            for my mother. This had been her favorite place to eat.
         

         
         Pearline had everything set up and waiting for us upstairs. The food sat in several silver warming trays on top of a bureau against the wall opposite the windows. A pitcher of ice water and a pitcher of fresh raspberry lemonade sat between two ornate candelabras stationed at the ends of the dining table. We served ourselves quietly, my father blessed the food, and then we dug in. The Sears Tower—never “Willis Tower”—glistened in the distance. Its antennas stood washed in burgundy, a color I had never seen there before. When I was a boy, my parents and I would sit here as a family and look at the tower and guess what the color represented. My father noticed my gaze. 

         
         “Burgundy,” he said.

         
         “I’ve never seen it that color before,” I said.

         
         “First time,” he said. “It was like moving heaven and earth, but after all these years, we got them to agree to give us a
            week this month. Sickle Cell Awareness Month.”
         

         
         “I never hear anything about it,” I said.

         
         “Of course not,” he said. “Because it’s our disease. We own eighty-five percent of the country’s cases. Awful, torturous disease. My cousin died from it when he was
            a child. With the treatments now available, if he had been born today, he’d have lived to be an old man. No one talks about
            it because it kills us, not them.”
         

         
         I continued looking at the Sears, thinking about how towering a figure my father really had been in his career and our community.
            I found it difficult to express the awe I held for his accomplishments. I figured it would only be a reminder to him of how
            much I hadn’t accomplished by not following his plans for me.
         

         
         “What will you do with all your time the rest of the year since you’re not taking any cases?” he said between bites of his
            chops.
         

         
         “Working on a case,” I said.

         
         He looked up, surprised. “What do you mean?” he said.

         
         “I decided to help a kid whose immigrant uncle was probably killed.”

         
         “Probably?”

         
         I filled him in on the investigation. When I finished, he said, “I really hope you can help the kid and his family. The way this country has treated and continues to treat immigrants is deplorable. What those coward governors did in Florida and Texas a couple years ago was criminal. Imagine shipping humans across the country just to send a message and score cheap political points. These damn politicians have lost their minds. Don’t they realize immigrants are real human beings, not some pawns in a political chess match?” 

         
         “And don’t forget, the voters in those states keep reelecting them,” I said. “What does that tell you?”

         
         “That no matter how much progress we’ve made to unify this country and treat people with equality, there’s still a large contingent
            of Americans who simply want us to return to pre–Emancipation Proclamation days.”
         

         
         “Never gonna happen,” I said. “Too many people are determined not to let them tear this country in half. And these young people
            are different today than in the past. They won’t just protest. They’ll fight in the streets and die if they have to.”
         

         
         “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” my father said. “There really aren’t any unblemished winners in situations like this.
            Bad damage on both sides.”
         

         
         We finished dinner, then started in on dessert, the homemade sweet potato pie.

         
         “There’s something I need to talk to you about,” my father said.

         
         I knew he had summoned me for a reason.

         
         “I’m not getting any younger,” he said.

         
         “No one is,” I said.

         
         “This house is kind of big for one person,” he said. “It gets lonely being here alone. Pearline is here to help out most days,
            but other than her, it’s just me.”
         

         
         “Maybe you need man’s best friend,” I said.

         
         “I do,” he said. “But not the animal variety. I need a human. A woman in my life.”

         
         “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

         
         “I am.”

         
         “This is why you wanted to have dinner? To tell me this?”

         
         “I thought it was important for us to talk about it face-to-face,” he said. “Some conversations shouldn’t be held over the
            phone.”
         

         
         “Mom has been gone for almost ten years,” I said. “It’s not surprising that you would like to have female companionship.”

         
         “How do you feel about it?” he said.

         
         “I’m happy for you,” I said. “I think you’re lonely. I’ve thought this for some time, but I didn’t say anything.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because I didn’t want to have an argument with you. If I said you were lonely, then you’d say you weren’t, and we’d go back
            and forth and get nothing accomplished.”
         

         
         “Well, I’m not lonely,” he said. “Anymore. I have a friend.”

         
         “For how long?”

         
         “Just over a year.”

         
         “Does she make you happy?”

         
         “So far.”

         
         “Do I know her?”

         
         “I don’t think so. I met her playing tennis. She lost her husband about the same time we lost your mother. She’s a retired
            federal appeals court judge. She moved here a few years ago to be closer to her grandchildren.”
         

         
         “What’s her name?”

         
         “Constance M. Baker. Everyone calls her Connie. She’s a golfer. Very good, from what I hear. She’d like to meet you.”

         
         I wasn’t expecting him to say that. And I knew my response was important. So I took a moment, then said, “How soon?”

         
         “She’s having a birthday party in a few weeks. Her sixtieth. She’d like you to come along. I told her I’d ask.”

         
         “I’ll be there,” I said. I regretted the words as soon as they left my mouth.
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         The next morning, I got up early, took a quick run along the lake, then went to my office in the South Loop just because I
            figured I might be more productive there than sitting at home, watching the Golf Channel. I sat back in my chair, watching
            Buckingham Fountain in Grant Park send just a smidge over fourteen thousand gallons of water into the air through a mind-boggling
            134 jets. In about a month, when the weather turned, it would be shut off for the winter. I looked at the boats docked at
            the Yacht Club. The numbers were already dwindling: yet another reminder that our winter punishment was not in the too-distant
            future. My phone buzzed. It was Carolina.
         

         
         “Let me guess,” she said. “You’re about to tee off.”

         
         “Nope.”

         
         “You and Stryker are on the lake.”

         
         “Nope.”

         
         “You’re sitting at home, thinking about last night and how much you already miss me.”

         
         “Halfway there?”

         
         “Which half?”

         
         “The missing-you part. But I’m at my office.”

         
         “You never go to the office this early.”

         
         “Figured I’d practice occupying all my free time so I’ll be prepared when you leave for Belize tomorrow.”

         
         “You always know the right thing to say.”

         
         “‘If we are not ashamed to think it, we should not be ashamed to say it.’”

         
         “Shakespeare?”

         
         “About fifteen hundred years before his time. The Roman writer and orator Cicero.”

         
         “What made you think of him?”

         
         “Sitting in my father’s library of ancient tomes last night.”

         
         “He owns a book written by Cicero?”

         
         “No, but it might be the only collectible he doesn’t own.”

         
         “Speaking of own,” she said, “I found out who owns that black van your client’s uncle got into that morning. Windy Cooling
            & Thermal Dynamics. It’s a small business over on Fifty-Eighth Street, near the corner of South Laflin, owned by a guy named
            Matis Klukas.”
         

         
         “Is it clean?”

         
         “Seems to be. No city violations. Paperwork is in order. Just a small mom-and-pop.”

         
         “Anything on Klukas?”

         
         “Charged for an aggravated assault three years ago. Got into a fight at a bar with another man over a soccer bet. Fight spilled
            out onto the street. Klukas went to his truck and grabbed his gun, came back, and pistol-whipped the guy unconscious.”
         

         
         “So we got a tough guy on our hands,” I said.

         
         “Are you going to talk to him?”

         
         “That’s my intention.”

         
         “Please be careful.”

         
         “I won’t need to be.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Mechanic is coming for the ride.”

         
         

         I put in a call to Detective Seamus O’Halloran and left a message on his machine. If his voice was any indication of his attitude, this guy was going to be a piece of work. Then I called the Second District and left a message with the desk. 

         
         I picked up Dmitri Kowalski, otherwise known as Mechanic, after his sparring session at Hammer’s gym. Mechanic had long been
            officially my unofficial partner, and he was absolutely fearless. The son of Lithuanian immigrants, he had grown up on some
            of the city’s toughest streets and had seen things no adult, let alone a child, should see. They started calling him Mechanic
            as a teenager because he had an unrivaled knack for fixing people’s problems. Everyone in the neighborhood knew that if you
            had a problem, you took it to Kowalski. He could fix anything. Guns and violence were his specialties, and his legend had
            only grown as he became an adult.
         

         
         We headed south to Fifty-Ninth Street, then turned and drove west. The luxury high-rises of downtown and the South Loop gave
            way to squat storefronts and dilapidated row houses with old cars propped up by cinder blocks in the small side yards. This
            was one of those neighborhoods where you could only survive on grit and a healthy dose of good luck. We pulled up to a small,
            single-floor building squeezed between a car wash and barbershop that looked like it hadn’t been in business since a Democrat
            had lost a mayoral election. No signage on the building indicated what business was conducted behind the crumbling brick façade,
            but a black Windy Cooling & Thermal Dynamics van sat parked against the curb. I pulled in behind it, and we found our way
            to the front door. A young woman sat behind an old metal desk covered in a mess of papers. An infant sat in a baby seat next
            to the desk, playing with a small plastic toy. The woman looked up, as if surprised she had visitors.
         

         
         “Can I help you?” she said.

         
         “We’re here to see Matis Klukas,” I said.

         
         “Are you a customer?” she said.

         
         “No, I’m a private investigator.”

         
         “Does Matis know you?”

         
         “Not yet.”

         
         “What does that mean?”

         
         “Once we have a chat with him, then he’ll know us.”

         
         She looked back and forth between Mechanic and me, then said, “Matis isn’t here right now. I can take a message for him.”

         
         “How about you tell us where we can find him,” I said.

         
         “He’s on a jobsite. He won’t be back until later this afternoon.”

         
         “Do you own a cell phone?” I said.

         
         “Of course,” she said. “Who doesn’t have a cell phone?”

         
         “Then how about you pick it up, dial his number, and let him know we’d like to have a little talk with him.”

         
         “I’m sorry, but Matis is very busy. He doesn’t like to be disturbed while he’s at a job unless it’s important.”

         
         I looked at Mechanic, who then opened his shirt a little to show the grip of his .500 Magnum. The woman jumped back in her
            chair.
         

         
         “Is that important enough?” I said.

         
         She picked up the phone and quickly dialed a number. She had a brief conversation in Lithuanian, then turned to me and said,
            “1217 West Fifty-First Street. Corner of Fifty-First and South Elizabeth.”
         

         
         “Cute baby,” I said before turning and walking out of the office.

         
         It only took a few minutes before we arrived at a narrow two-story brick building with a large piece of white-painted plywood
            covering the front window. It sat alone between two empty lots. Matis had parked his van out front. Some guy was carrying
            tools inside when we pulled up. We opened the door and heard several voices coming from the other end of a short hallway.
            We walked toward them but were intercepted by a guy just barely six feet tall and one varškės spurgos away from tipping the
            scale to three hundred pounds. He had a big forehead and a flat nose and hands the size of a waffle iron. He didn’t seem too
            pleased to see us.
         

         
         “What the hell do you want?” he said by way of a friendly greeting. His accent was thick, but his English well adapted.

         
         “Are you Matis Klukas?” I said.

         
         “Who the hell wants to know?” he growled.

         
         “Santa Claus,” I said. “Just checking if you’ve been naughty or nice.”

         
         “What the fuck?” he said.

         
         “You’ve said three sentences to me, and each one of them has contained a curse word. This is my fifth sentence, and I haven’t
            used an ounce of profanity.”
         

         
         “Fuck you,” he said.

         
         “Your streak continues. Are you gonna tell me if you’re Matis or not?”

         
         “Are you gonna tell me what the fuck you want?”

         
         I took out my phone and pulled up the photo of Joaquin Escobar and showed it to him. He looked down at it, then back at me,
            and said, “And?”
         

         
         “Progress,” I said to Mechanic. “A one-word sentence without vulgarity.”

         
         Mechanic kept his eyes on Klukas. He hadn’t blinked since we’d been standing there.

         
         “This guy worked for you last Monday morning,” I said.

         
         “You got a problem with that?” Matis said.

         
         “Other than the fact the guy is now dead and you might’ve been the last person to see him alive, I don’t have a problem.”

         
         “You saying I killed that guy?”

         
         “That guy’s name is Joaquin Escobar. And what I’m saying is, someone killed him the same day he worked for you, and I’m just
            trying to find out what happened.”
         

         
         “Let me see your badge,” he said.

         
         “We’re not CPD,” I said. “You think police officers look as handsome as us?” I smiled. Mechanic had a slight twitch in his
            right cheek.
         

         
         “You’re a real comedian,” Matis said. “If you’re not police, then who the hell are you?”

         
         “I’m a private investigator,” I said. “I’m trying to help his family figure out what happened to him.”

         
         He nodded his head at Mechanic. “And who is he?” Matis said.

         
         “An associate.”

         
         “He don’t speak?”

         
         “He speaks softly and carries a big gun.”

         
         Matis eyed Mechanic, then said, “What do you want me to say?”

         
         “Whatever happened the day you picked Joaquin up for work.”

         
         “Simple. I went to the store parking lot. I asked the little fat guy if anyone could do HVAC work. They told me Joaquin could
            do it. We agreed on a price, and I drove him here to work with us.”
         

         
         “That’s it?”

         
         “That’s it.”

         
         “Did he work here all day?”

         
         “He worked til we finished. Four o’clock. He asked for a ride to the train station over on Forty-Ninth Street. One of the
            guys dropped him off. That was it. He was supposed to come back the next day. He was a good worker. He knew everything we
            do. But he never showed up. I figured he got a job somewhere else. Those guys aren’t reliable. They go with the highest offer.”
         

         
         “You mind if I talk to the guy who dropped him off?” I said.

         
         “He’s gonna tell you the same thing I told you,” Matis said.

         
         “He might remember something he didn’t before,” I said.

         
         Matis shrugged, then yelled down the hall, “Nikolai!”

         
         Seconds later, a thin, short man with a heavy dark beard and arms almost as long as his legs made his way toward us. Matis
            said something to him in Lithuanian, then Nikolai turned to me, ready for questioning.
         

         
         “Do you remember about what time you dropped him off?” I said.

         
         “About a quarter after four,” he said.

         
         “Did he tell you where he was going?”

         
         “No. He just said he needed a ride to the train.”

         
         “Did he talk on the phone when he was with you?”

         
         “Someone called him.”

         
         “Do you remember what they were talking about?”

         
         “Not sure. Something about a meeting. He was upset. He was talking fast. And he was talking in Spanish and English. I only
            understood some of the English.”
         

         
         “Did he say any names?”

         
         “I don’t remember.”

         
         “Did he say where the meeting was?”

         
         “No. I told him I would drive him home, but he said he wasn’t going home. He thanked me for the ride, told me he would see
            me tomorrow, then left the car and walked into the train station. That was the last I saw him.”
         

         
         Mechanic and I got back into the car and headed over to the Orange Line train station on Western and Forty-Ninth Street. I
            wasn’t sure what we would learn there that could help us understand what happened, but in the early stages of an investigation
            like this, anything was worth a try and nothing should be ruled out too early.
         

         
         I parked a few yards down from the entrance of the train station. A steady stream of passengers entered and exited the station
            as the trains arrived and departed. I noticed two cameras on the exterior that were probably wide-angled and able to catch
            anything from the street to the station’s physical structure. Mechanic and I sat there in silence, something we did often
            that bothered neither one of us. My phone rang. I didn
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