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Chapter One

 

 

The raft plunged straight down and slammed into a wall of water. It flew up at a ninety-degree angle, propelling me up and into the river. The rapids spun me around and threw me from side to side, burying me under a blanket of waves. I tried to right myself so I could rise to the surface, but I couldn’t tell which way was up. My lungs were on fire; my eyesight grew dim. Then a powerful force shoved me up, and I broke the surface, gasping for air.

Feet up, legs straight. That’s what the guide said. I tried to stretch my legs out, but a fresh torrent wrenched me under. I tumbled over like a flimsy rag doll. Then, as if taunting me with the promise of release, the river raised me up again. Two giant boulders loomed ahead. I gulped down air and squeezed my eyes shut, certain my last sensation on earth would be the excruciating pain of bone splintering against rock.

When I opened my eyes, the boulders were behind me. A surge of foam and spray had pushed me through a narrow channel between them. Above the roar of the rapids, I heard screams. I twisted around. Rachel! Twenty yards away, my thirteen-year-old’s yellow helmet bobbed in the churning waves.

My stomach clenched. I lunged and thrashed my arms, trying to swim to her, but the rapids carried me in the opposite direction. Just before I went under, I saw the guide throw her a lifeline. It landed short. When I came up, she was gone.

The river carried me another quarter mile. Then, as if underscoring its absolute control, it quieted. A hush descended. Tiny bubbles eddied across the surface. Gentle waves rippled peacefully. Hot sun struck my face.

I didn’t care. Rachel was gone. I wanted to cry, but the tears wouldn’t come. I wanted to scream, but the sound died in my throat. I stopped struggling. The water had won.

 

 

“I should have known, when they said the river was kicking butt.” I drained my third glass of wine.

“It was up two feet from the big storm the other day,” Rachel added. She stirred her Coke with her swizzle stick.

“But you survived,” Abdul, our dinner companion, said.

Her blond curls framed her face like a soft, golden cloud. They bounced as she nodded. “Another raft picked me up.”

Rachel inherited her coloring from her father, but we share the same gray eyes and feisty ways. I pushed a strand of thick, black hair behind my ears, thinking how close I’d come to never seeing those curls again.

“The guide said you weren’t in any real danger, with the life preservers and helmets,” David said.

I glared. “What did you expect him to say?”

We were finishing cocktails in the main dining room at the Greenbrier. Nestled in the backwoods of West Virginia, the resort is one of the plushest in the world. With its graceful columns, sculpted gardens, and antebellum buildings, it fairly drips Southern gentility.

Which is why it sounded like a perfect idea when David asked us to meet him there for Labor Day weekend. It would be a grand finale to summer, an elegant start to fall. It was also a chance for the three of us to spend some time together, since Rachel and I live in Chicago, and David is in Philadelphia. We’d have time to bond, in that trying-each-other-out-as-family kind of way. I even started to look forward to the trip, imagining myself sipping mint juleps on the veranda in a frothy summer frock. Of course, I didn’t have a frothy, mint-julep-sipping frock, but my friend Susan let me borrow hers. Susan has a dress for everything.

“Another glass of wine?” Abdul asked.

“I believe I will.”

“Ellie,” David cut in. “Haven’t you had enough?”

“Not yet.”

Abdul Al Hamarani had appeared at exactly the right time, like a fairy-tale genie magically released from his bottle. He was buying film inside the rafting company’s small office when Rachel and I stumbled inside after our ordeal.

“We should never have left the Greenbrier,” I muttered, collapsing on a chair.

He turned around. Wearing khakis with sharp creases, a pressed shirt, and a safari vest, he looked like he’d stepped out of a J. Peterman catalog. “You are staying at the Greenbrier?”

I nodded.

“I am staying there as well.”

He was round-faced, with dark hair slicked back from a widow’s peak, and he had wide, lively eyes. Pocketing his roll of film, he introduced himself and, after David joined us and settled up with the guide, insisted we drive back together in his rented Mercedes. David started to decline, but after our experience, I wasn’t looking forward to a bumpy ride in the van we’d arrived in. We accepted Abdul’s offer.

During the trip we learned he was a Saudi petrochemical sheik and distant relative of the royal family. He’d come in a few days in advance of an annual energy conference, one of those international global-policy forums the Greenbrier is famous for hosting.

“I like to take pictures.” He pointed to a canvas bag that had been slung on his shoulder. “And even your harshest summer is a relief from what I’m used to.”

We continued getting acquainted over dinner.

“I beg your pardon, Ellie.” He had a slight British accent. “But given your…your attitude, why did you embark on this rafting adventure to begin with?” He’d changed into a Savile Row suit for dinner that was just this side of snug. In fact, the softness around his belly said he’d dined—and enjoyed the cuisine—at some of the best restaurants in the world.

“David suggested it.”

In truth, I’d been looking forward to a lazy day on the river, the hot sun beating down, the smell of laurel perfuming the air. I’d been warned it was too late for the delicate pink and white blossoms, but there might be some white rhododendron—a first cousin—in bloom. As the state flower of West Virginia, rhododendron grows in wild profusion at the side of the road, in ravines, and on mountains. Even the pat of butter on our plates was sculpted into the flower.

“Besides us, there were four teenagers. All of us first timers.” The waiter set a fresh glass of wine down in front of me. “Everything was fine at the beginning. The first rapid was only a two. Nothing to worry about. But then we got to the Keeneys. They’re the most powerful stretch of rapids on that part of the river.”

I looked from Abdul to David, aware I was reworking and revising, turning the experience into a story. As if somehow that could blunt the terror I’d felt. I’m a filmmaker. I tell stories for a living.

“The Keeneys usually are a four, but because of the rains the other day, they were closer to a five. Apparently, when we hit the first patch, the kids got spooked and forgot to stroke. Big mistake.” I rolled my eyes, then clutched the arms of my chair. The room was starting to spin.

“Yeah,” Rachel said. “Our guide kept telling us we had to keep stroking. All the way through the white water.”

“If you stop, you lose control and balance, and you’re at the mercy of the water.” I took a sip of wine. “That’s what happened.”

Abdul patted his mustache and carefully trimmed goatee. A band of gold around his wrist glinted in the candlelight. “Yet you made it down the rest of the river without incident?”

David cleared his throat.

I looked away. “Actually, I told them they would either have to get a helicopter in to pick me up, or I would hike back. And since there weren’t any helicopters handy—”

“And you’re afraid to fly…” Rachel added.

I shot her a look. “You hiked with me.”

“I didn’t want you to be alone.” She swirled the Coke in her glass. The corners of her mouth twitched with silent laughter.

I settled back in my chair. The room was definitely starting to spin. I propped my elbows on the table. “One of the guides took us back. We climbed a fifty-foot cliff, then hiked five miles through the woods. Actually, that turned out to be the nicest part of the trip.”

“Did you pass the abandoned railway and coal mines?”Abdul asked.

I raised an eyebrow. “How did you know?”

He thumbed his mustache. “I have been exploring the area myself.”

“Of course. You said that.” I looked at David and saw just the slightest shake of his head.

Abdul extracted a Gauloise from his pack and struck a match. Waving out the flame, he looked for an ashtray, but there was none. He casually dropped the spent match on the tablecloth. Our waiter, hovering nearby, promptly supplied an ashtray and whisked the match away, not even bothering to mention we were seated in the room’s nonsmoking section.

Abdul didn’t seem to notice, either, and launched into a discussion with David about the Russian oil market. As the director of foreign currency trading for a Philadelphia bank, David keeps current on issues involving global finance. After their initial friction, they seemed to warm to each other.

I stared at the spot where Abdul had dropped the match. A tiny smudge of gray marred the white damask tablecloth. I guess if you’re related to the Saudi royal family, you can do things like that. After a moment I decided the smudge wasn’t really jumping from one spot to another. I tried to focus on the men’s conversation but heard only snatches of words, soft music, and the clink of silver on china.

I looked around. Ensconced in gilt-edged frames, a gentleman in a powdered wig and a lady in a low-cut gown gazed back at me. Did these stern representations of Southern society somehow sense my growing discomfort? After three days of rich food, soft accents, and scotch sprays, I was starting to feel overwhelmed. And that was before the river.

A curl of smoke rose from Abdul’s cigarette, drifting into a haze above his head. I picked up a roll and buttered it, thinking how cruel it was to smash a tiny yellow flower with my butter knife. Who made those butterflowers anyway? Elves?

“So,” I interrupted around a mouthful of bread. “You’re here for an energy conference?”

Abdul looked over. “That’s correct.”

“So what do you think? Have you decided what our government can do for you next year?” I swallowed clumsily.

Irritation flashed in David’s eyes. Rachel looked down.

“Don’t look at me that way, David. Everybody knows the oil industry’s in bed with the government. And—” I spread my hands. “What better place to be seduced? I mean, here we are in the lap of luxury in the poorest state in the country. And why is it so poor, you ask? Because all the coal that was so abundant here was stolen while our government looked the other way.”

“Ellie, that’s enough.”

“That’s why those coal mines are abandoned, you know.” I wagged a finger. “They were exploited by rich and powerful capitalishhts who didn’t care what happened to the land after they raped it. And now they’re shhtarting all over again with timber.” I nodded in what I hoped was a sage manner. “Logging.”

Abdul’s mustache and goatee seemed to blur together.

“So you see, it’s entirely fitting that this meeting’s at the Greenbrier,” I went on. “Hey. I have an idea. Why don’t we make a commercial? ‘The Greenbrier—where the government goes to get grafted.’” I looked from Abdul to David. “Has a ring to it, don’cha think?”

Abdul inhaled deeply, the embers of his cigarette glowing orange. David avoided eye contact with me.

“You have passionate convictions, Ellie,” Abdul said. “But you give me too much credit. I am an observer, not a player in your politics.” He picked up the menu. “Perhaps we should order our dinner.”

 

 

After dinner Rachel headed to the bowling alley, where the kids at the resort hung out. David and I went to our suite: two large bedrooms and a lavishly decorated living room with a wraparound porch outside.

David loosened his tie and disappeared into the bedroom. I sprawled on the living room couch. He came back out, minus his jacket, and sat on the other end. I made no move toward him, which, even through my alcoholic haze, surprised me. Usually, I can’t wait to get him alone. He gazed at me expectantly, his deep blue eyes wide. Soft lamplight glinted off his thick, white hair. Muscles bulged through his short-sleeve shirt. Though he was well into his fifties, he could hold his own with any Generation Xer. The silence between us grew.

Then, “Why do you always do that?” he said.

“What?” I said, after a beat. “Get drunk?”

He shook his head. “Why do you always make sure everyone knows you’re an outsider?”

“I am.”

“No more than Abdul.”

“Sure. And I just happen to have twenty oil wells in my pocket.” I sniffed. “My God, David, look at this place. The garbage alone could feed an entire West Virginia hamlet. And Abdul flicks his burnt match on the table like we’re in some greasy spoon. I know some people are used to being waited on. But that isn’t me.” I slouched. “Of course, nearly drowning today didn’t help much.”

David took a breath. “Ellie, I wanted us to enjoy our time together. Frightening you or Rachel was the last thing I intended.”

That was probably as close as he would come to admitting that we had brushed up against the void that afternoon. “But as far as belonging…” He sighed. “People spend their whole lives not knowing where they belong. Can’t you just file this away as an experience?”

Maybe I was still too worked up. Or drunk. But his tone rankled. “Sorry. I forgot who I was dealing with. The guy who’ll do anything to belong. Who needs acceptance from everyone.”

He knelt in front of me. “Not from everyone,” he said quietly. “Just you.”

Something inside me came unhinged, and a weight in my chest I hadn’t known was there began to melt.

“That was way out of line. I’m sorry. I’ve been a bitch. Forgive me.”

“It’s okay.” He smiled and drew me into his arms.


 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

 

“Ellie?”

Abdul headed over to my table carrying a plate loaded with French toast, sausage, and grits. Draper’s Café was done up in so many bright pinks and greens I felt like I was inside the petals of a giant laurel. I folded my newspaper. “Good morning.”

“Where’s David?”

“Showering. He was working out.”

Abdul’s mound of food almost obscured the pattern of laurels bordering his plate. He smiled ruefully as he set it down. “I should follow his example. But I am not as disciplined.”

I smiled, too, remembering our very undisciplined activities the night before. As if reading my mind, Abdul’s grin widened.

I felt like I’d been hit by a bus. “Abdul, I want to apologize for my behavior last night.” I was nursing a headache the size of Montana.

He sat down. “Think nothing of it.”

“I was ugly.”

“You were refreshing.”

“You are charming.”

He pulled out a chair and sat down. Unfolding a pink linen napkin, he placed it on his lap, then reached for the syrup, drenching not only the French toast but the sausages and the grits in a sea of maple. My fruit cup looked Spartan in comparison.

He speared his sausage and swallowed it in two bites. If he was Muslim, he wasn’t all that devout. “You are from Chicago, David tells me?”

“Born and bred.” I braced myself, waiting for the inevitable comments about the Windy City, or “my kind of town,” or other inanities non-Chicagoans feel compelled to express. As if we run around all day humming Sinatra, thrilled to live in a place with razzmatazz.

But all Abdul said was, “I am very impressed with your… your…”

“David.”

“Yes. He has keen observations on the relationship between currencies and markets.”

As much as I try, I can’t summon up much enthusiasm for currency trading. Admittedly, I don’t understand it. David explains it’s a service that banks provide to their customers. The bank doesn’t want to lose money, but they’re not in it to make a killing. Except for the occasional scandal, which often turns out to be the result of poor judgment rather than deceit, currency trading just isn’t very sexy. Which is fine by me. My ex-husband played the market. Badly. I have the debts to prove it.

But Abdul was clearly a man of wealth—and a member of the Saudi royal family. I should be polite. “I don’t understand currency trading very well, but I imagine you need dollars because—well, why do you need dollars?”

A waitress in green and pink filled our coffee cups. He waited until she glided away. “You’re a curious woman.” He studied me closely, as if registering every detail of my appearance. I found it unnerving. I’m usually the observer.

“It is not that complex.” He lowered his fork. “The price of oil is quoted in U.S. dollars, and most of my business is transacted that way. I use the proceeds to purchase currencies for my other investments.”

“And what would those be?”

He hesitated. “I am always looking for new ideas and technologies to bring back to my people. For example, I have invested in a genetic engineering company which is experimenting with drought-resistant seeds. Also an Internet search engine that teaches children how to retrieve information more easily.”

“Really?”

“It may be your David Linden and I will have more to discuss.” He laughed, scraping up a mouthful of grits. “But enough business. You seem more—how do I say it—anchored this morning.”

“Nicely put,” I smiled. “The rafting…well, it isn’t anything I plan to do again.”

He laughed again and went back to his food. When he’d finished, he pulled out a copy of the Journal. “You don’t mind?” He motioned to the paper.

I held up the Chicago Tribune I’d bought earlier, and we settled back to read in companionable silence. I’d been surprised to find a Chicago paper in the mountains of West Virginia. But then, this was the Greenbrier. They probably had their own printing press.

As I scanned the paper, a story on page nine caught my eye. A murder trial was about to get under way at 26th and California. The accused, a man named Johnnie Santoro, allegedly beat up and then shot his girlfriend at Calumet Park on the Southeast Side. He pled not guilty, but according to the article, there was a wealth of incriminating evidence. The last weeks of summer are usually the dog days in terms of hard news, so in the absence of anything more newsworthy, the case had been heavily covered by the media, the local stations promising all the legal maneuverings and high drama. I’d paid scant attention until now, figuring that whatever local TV wants me to watch is precisely what I’ll skip.

Today, though, there was a grainy newspaper picture of Santoro in the paper. He was twenty-six, the article said, but he looked older. His eyes were hooded, and his hair was cut close to his skull. He was looking off camera, but his eyebrows were so overgrown and bushy they met over his nose, which gave him a simian look.

I stared at the picture and felt my skin grow clammy. I reached for a glass of water.

“Something is wrong, Ellie?” Abdul asked.

I gulped down a swig, then held up the paper. “This man in the paper? He…looks familiar. I think I know him.”

His eyebrows shot up.

“Good morning, troops.”

Strong hands squeezed my shoulders.

I glanced up.

David leaned over and kissed my cheek.

“It’s the face,” I said to Abdul. “I’ve seen it before.”

David pulled out a chair. “What did I miss?”

I passed him the paper. “Look at this.”

“What am I looking at?”

“The man in the picture. He’s on trial for murder.”

David studied the article.

“I think I know him,” I said. “But I don’t know how.”

I felt Abdul’s eyes on me.

“Guy beats up his girlfriend and shoots her to death.” David handed me back the paper. “What a nice person for you to know.”


 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

 

Rachel was right, I am terrified of flying. I always have been, even before Nine- Eleven. Going home, I put up a brave front, but by the time we landed at O’Hare, having bounced around one thunderstorm and flown through another, I was a quivering, quaking mass of Jell-o. And that was an improvement over the flight out.

I tripped over Rachel’s bag as I came through the front door—she was already on the phone, her newest music blasting. I lugged our bags in the house, for once not minding the stains in the carpet, the nicks on the wall, and all the other imperfections and flaws. A modest three-bedroom on the North Shore of Chicago, I managed to hang onto it after the divorce, and it looks like I’ll be there forever. I can’t afford to move. Tonight I was grateful.

I dumped our dirty laundry in the basement and went upstairs to my office. It used to be the guest room, but I appropriated it when Barry moved out. My computer, scanner, and printer fill most of the space, but I’d invested in an ergonomic chair last year, and I happily swiveled as I downloaded my e-mail. There was something reassuring about the clicks, bells, and blue bars that accompanied the unspooling of my messages. All was right in my little corner of cyberspace. It hadn’t always been.

After I trashed the spam, only a few messages remained, none of them urgent, so I got up to unpack. As I was digging through the canvas bag that doubles as both my briefcase and overnighter, I came across yesterday’s Trib. It was folded to the page with Johnnie Santoro’s picture. I studied it again and felt the same sense of familiarity.

I entered Santoro’s name on a news database, and after a few seconds, more than a dozen articles popped up. I scanned them. Santoro had been indicted for the murder of Mary Jo Bosanick, a young woman in her early twenties. Mary Jo went to the Lakeside Inn, a tavern on the Southeast Side, to meet Santoro after a night-school class, but Santoro didn’t show up until two hours later. A fierce argument erupted, and they both stormed out.

Mary Jo’s body was found the next morning not far from Santoro’s Chevy at the boat launch in Calumet Park. She’d been viciously beaten and shot twice in the head. Apparently, she tried to put up a fight; scrapings of Santoro’s skin were found under her fingernails. The next day the cops arrested Santoro at the docks where he worked as a longshoreman.

I leaned back. There isn’t much left of the dock life in Chicago—at least not on the same scale as Newark, Houston, or New Orleans. Back during the Fifties and Sixties, countless ships plied the Great Lakes, but traffic dried up. Competition from rail and trucks was one reason. The construction of larger, more efficient freighters another. Weather also played a part. Though they did dredge a terminal that operates year round, there’s still only a nine month season along the St. Lawrence Seaway linking Chicago to the Atlantic.

What little shipping remains, mostly steel and steel products, is centered on Calumet Harbor, not far from the park of the same name. On the rare day a ship does tie up, longshoremen queue at waterfront warehouses for day jobs, like they’ve been doing for forty years. Most are well past their prime, forced by meager pensions to take whatever work is available, but a few younger men hang out too. That’s where the cops found Santoro, stamping his feet in the morning chill, hoping for a few hours’ work.

I looked through the window at the locust tree in my front yard. Its lattice of leaves, silvered by the moonlight, danced gently in the night breeze. Somewhere in the distance I heard the plaintive honk of a goose. Santoro might be a dock rat, but that didn’t tell me how I knew him. I shut down the computer and went into my room.

Rachel was in bed, but I was still wired. I turned on the TV. Ingmar Bergman’s Wild Strawberries was on cable. Ostensibly about a professor who confronts the void of his life, the film opens with one of the best dream sequences ever filmed: boarded up windows, a clock with no hands, a hearse disgorging a coffin, the creepy, outstretched hand of a corpse.

Okay. Bergman is not what you’d call warm and fuzzy, but what can you expect from a Swede? His work even looks a little stagey now, but that’s because every filmmaker in the world has copied his style. The way he works with light and shadow. The nuances of his camera moves. The way he imbues his characters with personality through one simple but perfect gesture. In the journeyman work I do for a living, I might set up a pretty shot or a smooth pan, but there’s no emotional investment. No fusion of form and function. Even Bergman’s outtakes are works of art.

As good as the film was, my eyelids began to droop. I forced them open a few times, but it was hopeless. I snapped off the tube and burrowed under the covers—and then sat bolt upright in the dark. The water. Nighttime. Outtakes. I knew where I’d run into Johnnie Santoro.


 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

 

For a month or so each fall, the mums take over Chicago. It’s as if the Big Florist in the Sky has commanded, “Thou shalt have chrysanthemums and plant them everywhere.” Huge planters of the red and yellow flowers, their spiky blossoms irrepressibly cheerful, flanked the door to Mac’s studio as I headed inside.

When we started working together, MacArthur J. Kendall III had a tiny studio crammed with camera gear and editing equipment. Ten years later, his studio boasts two nonlinear editing suites, a soundstage, and one of the best editors in the galaxy.

Some people’s bodies are made for the work they do. Michael Jordan. Martha Graham. Hank Chenowsky. With long, supple fingers, a lanky torso, and eyes that blink in sunlight like a mole’s, Hank was destined to be either a concert pianist or a video editor. He chose editing, but to watch those fingers fly over the console is to watch a virtuoso perform.

He and I have spent more than a few late nights working, and he alone is responsible for the magic that makes our shows a cut above. I’m grateful to Mac, who appreciates what a talent he has and has managed to keep Hank happy. Though with Hank, happiness is more or less a permanent state of being. I’ve never seen him cranky.

I remember once asking him about his idea of heaven on earth.

“You first,” he’d said.

“Okay.” I squeezed my eyes shut. “A box of warm Krispy Kremes waiting for me…on a bed at the Four Seasons Hotel.”

He cocked his head. “The Four Seasons?”

I opened one eye. “You ever been on one of their mattresses?”

“Uh, no.”

“First of all, they’re huge. Soft and firm at the same time. Perfect for sitting, and lying, and—well—they sell over two hundred of them a year, you know.”

“And you know about beds at the Four Seasons because…”

“Um—uh—”

“Right.” He cut in. “Okay. What flavor?”

“Pardon me?”

“The Krispy Kremes.”

“Oh.” I considered it. “Doesn’t matter.”

We exchanged nods.

“Your turn.”

He bent over the keyboard to finish an edit. “Heaven on earth, huh?” He laced his fingers together and flexed them backward. “That’s easy. Playing with Clapton.”

“Where?”

“Shea Stadium.”

“Instrument?”

“Bass, of course.”

“Not piano?”

“That’s my backup.”

“What?”

“Playing with Count Basie at Carnegie Hall.”

See what I mean about destiny?

But on this morning, garbled noise spewed out of the editing room. It sounded like a flock of angry pigeons. I skirted the door and headed to Mac’s office.

“Hey.”

With his crewneck sweaters and khakis, Mac looks like an aging preppie, but it’s dangerous to underestimate him. He’s an excellent director and a shrewd judge of character. He looked up from a pile of paperwork. “What brings you here? A new client?”

I shook my head. “Things are slow.” In my experience, industrial video production is an economic bellwether. When my work slows down, the economy isn’t far behind. “I need the elements of the show we started for the water district.”

“How come?”

“There’s something I need to check.”

He brightened. “They want to reedit?”

“You’re slow, too.”

He stood up. “It hasn’t been this bad for years.”

I followed him down the hall to a closed door, where he punched in a four-digit code on a wall panel. The door opened into a windowless room with gray walls and hundreds of gray cassettes on gray shelves.

“You’ll be okay,” I asked. “Won’t you?”

“We’ll survive.” He started to scan the shelves. “You?”

“It’s a little scary.”

He tossed long brown hair back from his forehead. “I know that tune. Now…what were you looking for?”

“The Chicago water district.”

“Our unfinished symphony.”

“That’s the one.”

Last summer we’d started a video for the water district that showed how water travels from Lake Michigan to Chicagoans’ faucets. The journey begins at several intake cribs a few miles from shore. The cribs, anchored on the lake bed forty feet down, suck up enormous amounts of water, which is then piped through tunnels to one of two treatment plants onshore. After the plants process and filter the water, it’s piped through another series of underground channels to distribution centers at strategic points around the city as well as a hundred suburbs. Those centers then pump it into homes. A simple concept; an engineering marvel.

Unfortunately, halfway through production, 9-11 happened, and the water district cancelled the video. Given the situation, a “how-it-works” video on Chicago’s water supply didn’t seem prudent. Happily, they paid us for the time we’d already put in.

“Found ’em.” Mac motioned to a group of cassettes on the top shelf. “Which ones do you want?”

“The B-roll we shot during the reenactment.”

Mac climbed up a stepladder. “That was one of your better ideas.”

I smiled. We’d set out on the city tug from Navy Pier to scout one of the cribs. The Carter-Harrison crib is really two cylindrical structures joined together by a small suspension bridge. One cylinder has limestone and red-brick walls; the other has a white surface with pinkish stripes running down its sides. Except for a small tower rising through its center, it looks like a giant wedding cake. Although we wouldn’t be shooting inside for security reasons, the crib, or candy striper, as boaters call it, is where the actual pumping takes place.

We’d disembarked at the limestone and brick cylinder, which used to be quarters for dozens of men. Before the pumps were automated, crews actually lived on the cribs to operate the machinery, and the facility originally built around 1900 was equipped with bedrooms, a kitchen, and a dining area. Now, though, men bunk there only a few weeks each summer while they do maintenance and repair work. We’d planned to get some shots of them when the weather warmed up.

I remembered entering through a heavy iron door, half expecting to see a drawbridge slam shut behind us. Once inside, though, I was surprised. The cribs had been rehabbed, and the interior was all white walls and bright lights. At one end was a large, high-ceilinged kitchen and eating area; at the other, a series of bedrooms.

A suit from the water district’s PR department explained that during remodeling, some of the larger bedrooms had been divided up to accommodate more workmen. As we passed one of the larger rooms, I saw a large wooden roll-top desk against a wall.

“What’s that doing here?” I asked.

“Now, that’s a great story.” The PR guy glanced at the desk, then back at me. “But it’s off the record.”

I shrugged. I don’t pretend to be a journalist; in no way does anything I do qualify as objective. In a pinch, you could call my shows infomercials, but—bottom line—if the client doesn’t like it, it doesn’t go in.

“It turns out that the cribs had quite a reputation. During Prohibition, this place was a speakeasy. And brothel.”

“No way!” My eyes widened.

He laughed, clearly enjoying my astonishment. “You’ve heard of Big Bill Thompson?”

I nodded. Big Bill Thompson, aka William Hale Thompson, was one of Chicago’s more avaricious mayors. A friend of gangsters, a taker of bribes, he’d amassed two million dollars in assets during the Twenties, almost twenty million by today’s standards. However, he’s remembered most not for his shady dealings—he had plenty of company there, anyway—but for his famous advice to his citizenry: “Vote early and often.”

“Right,” the PR guy said. “Well, this was his party pad, complete with booze and wild women. Capone used to come out here, too—one of his favorite hangouts, they say.” He motioned toward the desk. “They even brought their own furniture.”

“Are you kidding?”

He raised two fingers. “Scout’s honor.”

I looked around. “I guess they weren’t just voting early and often back then.”

I’m still not sure how we did it, but we were so taken with the cribs’ history that we persuaded the water district to let us stage a reenactment. We had to agree to shoot overnight so we wouldn’t interfere with any work, but that wasn’t a problem. We hired actors, dressed them in flapper costumes and sack suits, and through the genius of Mac’s lighting, used smoky illumination and deep shadows to create a bordello atmosphere. The idea was to create a match dissolve, contrasting the bawdy revelries of the past to the techno-efficiency of today.

Now, Mac headed back to his office with the tapes and dropped one of them into his video player. I followed and settled into a chair. Color bars and tone appeared, followed by the drone of a motor. A dark blur filled the screen.

“That was a fun shoot,” he said.

I stared at the screen. The night of the reenactment, Mac, the cameraman, and I set out from Diversey Harbor to shoot the short journey to the crib. We were planning a sequence from the POV of the partygoers: shots of inky water, the gentle pitch of the boat, waves lapping the side of the boat.

We’d gone as far south as Oak Street Beach when we started playing with the gain on the camera, trying for the best exposure.

Shooting at night is tricky. Particularly on the lake and in the absence of artificial light. Not only do you lose detail, but if you’re not careful, the image can turn grainy. You can use a night vision lens, but then your video might look green, like those shots of Scud missiles during the Gulf War. The solution is to try to include an existing light source, however dim, in the shot.

I watched as the shot on the screen panned from a red buoy back to shore, where streetlights rimmed a small park. The sound was on, and for a moment, we could hear the slap of waves, the murmur of our voices, the drone of traffic on Lake Shore Drive. But then a low, steady hum buzzed the sound track, punctuated with a crackle of static. Seconds later, a series of white lines streaked across the image, and erratic bursts of snow obliterated the picture.

I looked at Mac. “What the…What’s that?”

Mac leaned forward, a frown tightening his face. “That’s weird.”

The tape kept rolling. More dropout and static zipped across the screen.

“Mac, what’s going on?”

He got up and stopped the tape. He rewound it. Then he punched Play. The damage was still there. “There’s noise on the tape.”

“I can see that. How come?”

He kept studying it. “It looks like some kind of RF interference.”

We exchanged puzzled expressions. Twenty years ago RF, or radio frequency interference, was a problem. Video equipment could pick up radio signals, which penetrated down to the camera heads, ruining the sound track or picture. Shooting at Sears Tower was a particular nightmare. All the antennas for local radio and TV stations sat on its roof, and you were as likely to pick up Phil Donahue or a Top 40 song on your track as the audio from your scene. Today, though, cameras are better shielded, and for the most part, the problem has disappeared.

“How can that be?” I asked.

“I don’t know.” Mac fingered the scar on the left side of his face, the result of a car accident as a teenager. “That’s the first time I’ve seen it.”

“There weren’t any radio stations nearby, were there?”

He shook his head.

“A ship, maybe?”

“No way. Their frequencies are much lower. Anyway, it couldn’t have been there when we first shot it.”

“You know something? You’re right. I would have seen it when I logged it in.” I frowned. “In fact, I remember screening it before we set up for the match dissolve, and it was fine.” I looked over. “So where have you been keeping this thing?”

“Ellie…” His scar started to turn red.

I raised my palm. “Sorry. Just kidding.”

Mac always stores everything in the securely locked, temperature-controlled tape library. He fast-forwarded to the middle of the tape and punched Play.

“Look.” I pointed to the monitor. “It’s not so bad now.”

Intermittent streaks still flashed the screen, but the snow was gone, and so was the low-pitched whine. We could plainly see a long shot of a park bench lit by a streetlamp. As the camera pushed in, what at first appeared to be a lump on the bench turned into a man curled up on it, his face toward the camera. As we zoomed in for a close-up, the man raised his head and looked into the camera. Thick, overgrown eyebrows cut across his forehead in an almost unbroken line, and there was a dazed expression in his eyes. He pushed himself up to a sitting position and tried to stand up, but as soon as he put weight on his legs, he collapsed back on the bench.

“Back up!” I said.

Mac rewound the tape. The man flew up, lay down awkwardly, and looked into the camera.

“Pause that!” I said.

Mac hit the remote.

“When does the log say we were there?”

He unfolded the piece of paper that had been inserted into the sleeve of the cassette. “Last July. The twenty-third.”

“What time?”

“Between midnight and one. Why? What’s going on, Ellie?”

I opened my bag and pulled out the copy of the Trib from the other day.

Mac looked from the picture of Johnnie Santoro in the Trib to the image paused on the screen and back again. “It’s the same guy,” he said.

“Check out the time he supposedly murdered that woman.”

“July twenty-third,” he said “Sometime between midnight and three.” The lines on his face deepened. “But he was in the park. On that bench. I don’t get it.”

Our eyes met. “Neither do I.”


 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

 

Hoisting my canvas bag over my shoulder, I locked the Volvo and walked to the elevators of the parking garage. The sharp, clean smell of gasoline tugged at my nostrils. I tried to smooth out my pants, but the two-hour trip downtown had welded permanent creases into the material.

Brashares and Associates had one of those LaSalle Street addresses that sounds much fancier than it is. Wedged between a real estate company and an accounting firm on the twenty-seventh floor, the office had an ordinary frosted glass door with black stenciling.

It was after five, but the lights were still on, and the door was unlocked. I pushed into a gloomy reception area with two chairs and a fern begging to be put out of its misery. A few feet away, a woman was bent over a keyboard. A copying machine in the corner spat out paper. Somewhere in the back, a phone was slammed down. The light on the woman’s desk phone cut out.

“Gail, get in here,” a churlish voice yelled.

The woman started, and then, as if embarrassed that I had witnessed her loss of composure, winced.

I smiled. “Ellie Foreman to see Chuck Brashares. I have an appointment.”

“Gail, where are you, dammit?”

The woman at the desk returned a strained smile, picked up her phone, and buzzed someone. “Ellie Foreman’s here.”

I heard a drawer close and a chair squeak. A moment later a tall, slim man emerged from the back. Bald on top, he sported a sparse blond mustache. Ice blue eyes studied me from behind rimless glasses.

“Miss Foreman.” He approached with garceful, almost mincing steps, and we shook hands. “Thanks for coming.”

I figured him for a few years younger than me, but the tired expression on his face made him seem older.

“Sorry to be late. The construction and the reverse commute are murder.”

I cringed as soon as I said it, but he didn’t seem to notice. He led me down a short hall.

His office had none of the upscale decor of my ex-husband’s firm or the cheerful chaos of my father’s old digs. A battered oak desk was piled high with folders. Two chairs sat in front, and a framed law degree from John Marshall Law School hung on the wall. Raised mini-blinds gave onto a view of the building’s air conditioning shaft.

It seemed perfectly ordinary, if a tad shabby, until I stepped aside to let him close the door. Instead of the requisite family photos or framed landscapes, the wall behind it was covered with photographs of Brashares. There was a shot of him on skis wearing a red jacket and designer sunglasses. Another of him in a Sox uniform with a bat. Still another in running shorts with a number pinned to his shirt. There was even a shot of him with a helmet and an oar, white water swirling in the background. The shots were all eight by
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