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            Chapter 1

         
         Parlow and Mike sat quiet in the duck blind. A camouflage screen of marsh grass and twigs had been set before them; the blind
            itself was five feet deep, dug into the soft earth, and lined with discarded lumber. The day was dry, and the blind was dry.
         

         
         Parlow and Mike half-rested against the blind’s lip. Parlow was by far the better hunter; Mike came for the company and a
            day in the air.
         

         
         Parlow faced west, and Mike east. The wind was out of the west, but the chances were even: they might come in on the wind,
            or they might turn into the wind to land. Fifteen decoys bobbed in the marsh before them. “No, they might come from anywhere,”
            Mike thought. It was a joy for him to be in the winter sun.
         

         
         “I am jealous, yes, of others’ success,” Parlow said, “but I never envied anyone’s achievement.”

         
         “Uh-huh,” Mike said.

         
         “Some swine made more money than I,” Parlow said. “Sold a story to Harper’s, fooled a critic—there are those,” he said, “who fall with the right side up, and, thereverafter, whoever sees them, thinks, that fella looks like ‘Heads.’ You know them names. Edmond Harper Gaines, Lucille Brandt Williams, anybody with three names. Read the review, choke down the prose, of what in the world was the Reading
            Public thinking?
         

         
         “No, it’s not impossible that culture is a field. Of good or bad potential, but capable, presumably, of bringing forth some fruit. What does it require to promote growth . . . ?”
         

         
         “Shit,” Mike said.

         
         “It requires manure,” Parlow said, “animal or vegetable.”

         
         “Write it up for the Little Review,” Mike said.
         

         
         “I sent them my article on the Prairie school of architecture,” Parlow said.

         
         “And?”

         
         “They wrote they were considering it, and I found myself ashamed. But fuck it; it all comes from the Japanese. Those who have
            seen that Land of Cherry Blossoms; who have inhaled the mixed, suggestive fragrances of that ancient land; for those, e’en
            the unquenchable longing to return is small price to pay for having witnessed it.”
         

         
         “The longing to return could, conceivably, be quenched if you got on a fucking boat,” Mike said.

         
         “Who’s got the time?” Parlow said. “And then there’s seasickness.”
         

         
         “What did you like best about Japan?” Mike asked.

         
         “Diminutive women, reasonably priced,” Parlow said. “What makes the world go round? The world’s like a hamster wheel, revolves
            as the motive force runs against it. The world goes around, as everyone is running in the wrong direction.”
         

         
         “And, of course, over there,” Mike said, “they’ve got the direction wrong.”

         
         “What a terrible thing to say,” Parlow said. “Why would their direction be wrong?”

         
         “Because they’re in the Southern Hemisphere,” Mike said.

         
         “Japan,” Parlow said, “lies in the same latitude as Cleveland. Didn’t you read my book?

         
         “That fucking book, speaking of envy, was on the short short list for a Most Prestigious Literary Prize,” Parlow said.
         

         
         “What impeded your reception of it? Evil forces?” Mike said.

         
         “I attribute the injustice to a public gorged on accounts of the fire, the earthquake, the waterspout, and the tidal wave,
            now grown inured, and uninterested in the mundane but necessary work of reconstruction,” Parlow said.
         

         
         “You should have come home sooner,” Mike said.

         
         “My God, you’re right,” Parlow said.

         
         Parlow had come home in the spring of ’24. He’d taken a six-month leave from the City Desk and gone to Japan. Four days from
            the end of his leave the earthquake struck, and Parlow was the Man on the Ground. When the wires were, though intermittently,
            restored, he filed with the Tribune.
         

         
         The competition, with several hundred journalists bidding for wire time, restricted Parlow to the barest facts. They would,
            he knew, be colored, shaped, and inflated by Rewrite. That was reporting, and that was his job. But he wanted to write not
            just the facts, but the story of the tragedy.
         

         
         At the end of the earthquake, when the tally showed one hundred thousand dead, and, as Parlow said, “That’s the score,” most
            reporters came home. Many wrote magazine pieces and books. But Parlow stayed on through the first efforts of reorganization
            and rebuilding. He took the boat home one half year after the disaster. He assumed, correctly, that all would have heard the
            story of the quake; and he, himself, was sick of it. So he wrote about rebuilding, and sanitation, and architecture, which
            had been his study before the War. Nobody bought his book.
         

         
         “That’s the reason it didn’t sell,” Mike had said. “Here’s what you should have wrote: A young naval ensign, call him Yoji, is in love with the poor but lovely daughter of a traditional Japanese craftsman.
            Let’s make him a potter. The hills out beyond his traditional rice-paper shack, alone in all the soil of Japan, bear that
            clay, renowned through the ages, from which and which alone Japanese emperors have caused to have fashioned the ceremonial
            bowls, which . . .”
         

         
         Parlow’s eyes narrowed as he heard them. Mike squinted, and could just make them out: four of them, in echelon, coming left
            to right, low and fast. The left was Parlow’s side. And Parlow waited, admirably, until, as Mike thought, the right instant,
            which was just before “too late.” He stood, swung through the lead duck, dropped it, and dropped the second. Mike shot behind
            the third duck, then the fourth was flying away, out of range, and Mike shot again, knowing the shot was pointless.
         

         
         Parlow’s birds had folded up and fallen like stones. They were some forty yards out in the marsh. Parlow was already levering
            himself out of the blind. He passed the shotgun to Mike and waded out. “Well, he heard them first,” Mike thought. “I lost
            my hearing to a radial engine; and he’s a much much better shot. He’s a good shot.”
         

         
         Parlow looked awkward as he waded out, the water up to his waist. He was of medium height, stockily built, round-faced and
            balding. He wore wire-rimmed glasses, smoked an ancient bulldog pipe, and affected in winter tweed, and in summer cream linen
            suits.
         

         
         He and Mike were of an age, and of the same height, but any witness would have described Mike as the taller.

         
          

         They walked back at sunset, along the Fox River to the Fox River Hunting Club. Outside the door Mike turned back.

         
         “Ain’t it grand?” he said.

         
         “What?” Parlow said.

         
         Mike waved one forefinger around the horizon, taking in the beautiful low vista, the marsh, and the lowering day.

         
         The club was just a small cabin purchased and moved from a tourist camp. There was room for a woodstove and two cots. Every
            inch of the walls held hooks. The hooks were salvaged cast iron, wooden pegs, tips or racks of antlers, and nails. They held
            hunting gear, waders, coats, hats, shooting bags, game bags, dog leashes, duck straps. Strings of cheap, farmer-made decoys
            were hung on the walls. Two magnificent carved mergansers sat on a window ledge.
         

         
         As Parlow and Mike entered the cabin, the local boy was tending the stove. He was a redheaded Pole, fifteen years old and
            broad as a barn. Parlow held up the duck strap and said, “You want to do eight?” The boy smiled and took the strap from Parlow.
            The ducks were threaded through the loops in the strap by their feet.
         

         
         “Hang this against the wall,” Parlow said, “and you’ve got a peachy painting by some Dutch guy, got sick of the rain, painted
            dead birds.”
         

         
         “Lot of people, loop ’em in by their heads,” the boy said.
         

         
         “I always thought that monstrous,” Parlow said.

         
         The boy took the ducks and started out back, to the shed, where he would clean and dress them.

         
         “How many you want? One? Two?” Parlow called. “Keep two, you greedy son of a bitch, why don’t you grow up?”

         
          

         The boy had dressed the ducks, and wrapped the breasts in butcher paper.

         
         The owner of the Tokio bowed Parlow and Mike in at the restaurant door. Parlow handed him the large brown-paper parcel and
            spoke to him in Japanese.
         

         
         The owner accepted the parcel in two outstretched hands, and bowed his unworthiness for such a gift. He and Parlow exchanged
            a few ceremonial phrases. Mike said, “Knock it off, I need a drink.
         

         
         “These son of a bitches,” Mike said, “you can’t help but love ’em, kicked the ass of the tsar.”

         
         “So what?” Parlow said.

         
         “Well, they get credit for the win,” Mike said.

         
         The owner brought them a teapot and two coffee cups. The teapot was full of bad scotch. Parlow poured their cups full. A waiter
            scurried in from the kitchen, holding a tray. The tray held two small bowls of soup. He put the soup in front of the two men
            and bowed himself away from the table. He passed into the kitchen as a young woman was coming out. They exchanged a word,
            at which, Mike saw, Parlow smiled. The young woman passed their table, and all nodded their courtesy. She continued, through
            the small dining room, to her post at the cash, and the boy spoke to her again.
         

         
         Mike pointed back at the kitchen. “What’d that kid say?” he said.

         
         “Something in Japanese,” Parlow said.

         
         It was, of course, something to do with Parlow and the young woman. Her name was Yuniko, she seemed to be somewhere between
            eighteen and thirty-five. She had been Parlow’s mistress since his return from Japan.
         

         
         Parlow nodded in the direction of the girl, who smiled and hid her face behind her hand. “I believe,” he said, “that, at some
            point, that point following close upon the conclusion of our meal, I will absent myself from Felicity awhile, and spend the
            evening with a friend.”
         

         
         “Who’s this Felicity?” Mike said.

         
         “No, I shall never kiss and tell,” Parlow said. “But you, I know, are yourself not unacquainted with the Biological Imperative.”

         
         “Oh, my,” Mike said.

         
         “I have offended you,” Parlow said. “You think that your love is pristine, while mine must savor of more earthly things. Is that it, is that the thing?”
         

         
         “She’s out of town,” Mike said.

         
         “. . . The Irish girl?” Parlow said.

         
         “The Irish girl, yes.”

         
         Parlow shook his head at the vagaries of an uncertain world.

         
         “Well, there you have it,” he said. “Poor fellow. Puts me in mind of the old tale, young swain, dying of love. Love is denied him, standard-issue cruel father, whisked
            her away. Young swain fashions her image out of straw—”
         

         
         “Why’d he whisk her away?” Mike said.

         
         “‘Match unsuitable. Details to follow. Send collect.’ Image made of straw. Spends his last few coins on finery, dresses the
            straw image up. He worships it. Girl? Pines away. ‘How can you be so cruel, O Father?’ Father relents. Brings the girl home,
            ‘You want him so much, go have him.’ They return. The young swain has just been beheaded for worshipping idols.”
         

         
         “Did this take place?” Mike said.

         
         “Too good to check,” Parlow said. “Also, where is your sense of poetry?”

         
         “They took her,” Mike said, “to Wisconsin.”

         
         “No, that’s unfortunate,” Parlow said.

         
         Mike’s girl had gone away for the weekend, taken, by her parents, to Milwaukee.

         
         All knew she was too old to be forced into the excursion, but she went. And it was not necessary to pronounce the actual reason
            for her sentence.
         

         
          

         Mike was lonely.

         
         The City Room was quiet. The bulldog edition had been put to bed, and most of the men were down in the Sally Port, drinking
            from relief, or from fatigue, or from habit, or for the hell of it. Mike had decided “to make the Great Hegira,” as Parlow
            had once put it, and join them.
         

         
         The Hegira involved levering oneself away from the desk, the appurtenant bottle, and the company of the reporters, and descending
            those four stories to the Sally Port, there to imbibe much the same hooch, in quite the same company.
         

         
         As he put on his coat, he gazed absently at a proof tacked to the wall. It read:

         
         
            . . . missing from the armory of the National Guard are seventy-five .45-caliber Thompson guns, two hundred fifty Colt 1911
               .45 pistols, and twelve thousand rounds of .45 cal. ammunition. Packed with each submachine gun were: one instruction manual;
               two stick magazines, capacity twenty rounds; one drum magazine, capacity fifty rounds; a canvas carrying case, and a sling;
               and a rudimentary cleaning kit.
            

         

         Mike muttered, “Yeah, okay . . . ,” and started downstairs to the speakeasy.
         

         
         He had often thought that the stories told at the bar were far superior to those printed in the rag. He had often expressed
            this view, and been hooted down for it.
         

         
         “What do you think they’re paying us for?” Crouch had said.

         
         “Man bites dog,” Mike had said.

         
         “Bullshit,” Crouch said. “Man bites dog is too interesting to be news.”
         

         
         “Then what is news?” Mike said.

         
         “News,” Crouch said, “is that which makes its consumer self-important, angry, or sufficiently whatever the hell to turn to page
            twelve, and, turning, encounter the ad for the carpet sale.”
         

         
         “I thought news was supposed to interest,” Mike said.

         
         “That’s why your stories get spiked,” Crouch said. “Interest City Hall, you get yourself fired. Interest Al Capone, you wind
            up dead as Jake Leiter. Interest Colonel McCormick, means maybe you’ve screwed the pooch, he thinks your name is more important
            than his, you’re not only sacked, but unemployable. For, mark, lad,” Crouch said, “there are forces alive in the land. We are not of them, but, rather, a distraction from the troubling knowledge of their presence.”
         

         
         He picked up the copy of the newspaper, folded, on the bench next to him. “See here.” He read, “‘More Luxury Autos Disappear
            from the North Shore. The current spate of coach-built auto disappearances: Packards, Duesenbergs . . .’”
         

         
         He turned the paper over.

         
         “‘Public outcry over repeated thefts from the National Guard armory . . .’”

         
         He let the paper fall.

         
         “A newspaper is a joke. Existing at the pleasure of the advertisers, to mulct the public, gratifying their stupidity, and render some small
            advance on investment to the owners, offering putative employment to their etiolated, wastrel sons, in those young solons’
            circuit between the Fort Dearborn Club and the Everleigh House of Instruction.”
         

         
         “Well, fuck you,” Mike had said, “as we said in the Great War.” The company had tapped its glasses, and murmured approval. Some half-stood
            and said, “Hear him.”
         

         
         “Fuck you, too,” Crouch had said, “as we said in the Great War, in which, though debarred by age from fighting, many suffered not only regrettable casualties to our
            youth and purse, but the dull pain of disillusion and uniformly wretched quality of reportage.”
         

         
         “Those with the best minds were fighting,” Mike said.

         
         “And those with the best minds are fighting still,” Crouch said. “Not on some forgotten field in France, no, not in Flanders’s fields, obscured by those unfortunate ‘poppies,’
            but here, here, my man, on the streets of our fair city, for the right to control territory, and routes and methods of distribution of that
            very substance we, in what I understood prior to this contretemps to be ‘fellowship,’ called hooch. This battle—”
         

         
         Mike had stood.

         
         “I have a confession to make,” he said. And the bar grew silent. “I, like plucky little Belgium, and her noted nuns, have
            been getting fucked.” There was some small applause, and Mike stilled it by raising his hand.
         

         
         “I have been debauched by journalism, but. But. And here I ask you to restrain both your incredulity and, if it be, your contempt:
            I have come, in my shame, to a conclusion so foreign to the general understanding, that—”
         

         
         “Get to the hook,” Crouch said.

         
         “I have decided not to write a novel,” Mike said.
         

         
         In the respectful pause, most signaled for another drink and waited. Mike lit a cigarette, still holding the floor. “Write
            for the rag,” a reporter yelled.
         

         
         “I shall,” Mike said, “but, I shall not write about the small freshwater shark, abstracted from the best of aquaria, and placed in the pool of the Fort
            Dearborn Club; nor of the remorseful police captain who, one half hour from irremediable disgrace, attempting to blow out
            his brains in the confessional, shot, instead, an altar boy, though not him whose story was about to bring the penitent to ruin.”
         

         
         Murmurs of “Wretched judgment” and the like came from the bar.

         
         “I shall not write of the poor but honest Jewish tailor—”

         
         “Staple of our trade,” a wag said.

         
         “—who discovered, sewn in the lining of the coat given to him to be recut for a gentleman’s funeral, those twelve one-thousand-dollar
            bills, nor of his struggle with his conscience, which urged him to keep them all; nor of his decision to bring the lot before
            Pharaoh (Mr. Brown), nor of Mr. Brown’s generosity, in spiffing the guy fifty bucks and the promise of limitless custom.
         

         
         “Nor shall I write of the bloated plutocrat bitten by the shark, nor of the attempts to hush it up, which, I have found, as have you all, is the most holy charge of our craft.
            My pen and whatever might be my small abilities will run to none of these reports, nor along the path which might elevate
            them, if not to the status of art, at least to that of literature.”
         

         
         “Why not?” Hanson said.
         

         
         “Because he is in love,” Parlow said. The reporters, variously, howled, applauded, or cheered.

         
         “Love,” Crouch said, “is as much the death of journalism as cooze is its analgesic. It is as the clap to fornication, or remorse
            to the adulterer.”
         

         
         “Who is the fortunate one?” Kelly asked.

         
         “These lips shall not speak her sainted name,” Mike had said. He sat.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Her name was Annie Walsh.

         
         At the beginning of their courtship Mike spent quite a bit of time flirting with her.

         
         He was, as usual, conducting the operation with care, such care consisting, to his mind, in a fine assessment of that point
            at which his raging lust for her possession would overcome that which he understood as a decent respect for her youth and
            innocence.
         

         
         “It’s something like flying an airplane,” he told Parlow. “It’s designed to be unbalanced. The only way you can keep it in equilibrium is to make it go somewhere. It’s in stasis only before or after it has gone somewhere, or when it isn’t going nowhere anymore—”
         

         
         “She’s too young,” Parlow had said.

         
         “—as, for example, after the Hun has executed the Forbidden Stitch upon your tailplane, and left you looking down for a good
            place to die.”
         

         
         “Save it for your book,” Parlow said.

         
         “Oh, it’s all going in the book,” Mike said. “One way or another. For it is in me, and, thus, must come out.”
         

         
         “Well, I’m sure that it was a traumatic experience,” Parlow said. “For all that it was good, clean fun.”

         
         “Yeah. It was fun,” Mike said. “That’s the dark, sordid secret that us fighting men carry. A canker on our heart.”

         
         “You said you weren’t writing a book,” Parlow said.

         
         “The heart is a fickle mistress,” Mike said.

         
         “The broad’s too young,” Parlow said. “Also, you fuck around, the Irish? Her father’ll kill you, and that’s not a metaphor.”
         

         
         “What if I marry her?” Mike said.

         
         “Oh my,” Parlow said.
         

         
         “Well, people have gotten married for less.”

         
         “Does she even like you?”
         

         
         “Everybody likes me,” Mike said. “I’m a likable guy . . . I’ve got a job . . .”
         

         
         “Did you say you might write the novel?”
         

         
         “I can do both.”

         
         “‘A man cannot serve two masters,’” Parlow said. “Who said that?”

         
         “Lad: A Dog,” Mike said.
         

         
         “What do you talk about with this kid? She can talk, right . . . ?”
         

         
         “She don’t have to talk,” Mike said.
         

         
         “You know what?” Parlow said. “You don’t even fall in love like a nigger. You? Fall in love like a hillbilly: See the girl? Throw her, her two kids, and her banjo, back of the truck, and off you go.”
         

         
         “That’s right,” Mike said.

         
          

         Mike had first seen Annie Walsh behind the counter at The Beautiful, where he had gone in pursuit of a hunch. The hunch came
            from a memory of his attendance at Mob funerals.
         

         
         It struck him, when perfected, as one of those ideas so clear and simple the recipient cannot believe they have not been exploited
            before. For why, Mike thought, as does any blessed with true inspiration, would God choose him, a fool and a sinner, to receive
            this sign of Grace? But He had.
         

         
         There, at the funeral, its honoree a representative of the South Side, one Alfonse Mucci, were the warring factions, convened
            in the usual performance of “peace at the waterhole.” And there was Mike, and there were his colleagues, representatives of
            the City Desks of the other Chicago papers, each searching for a slant that would be evident to him but somehow opaque to
            his equally attentive competition.
         

         
         Mike’s survey strayed past the reposed-in-respect faces of Mucci’s colleagues and assassins, and onto the floral tributes.
            Here he found the usual wreaths, crosses, and horseshoes, bearing the usual sentiments; and, wired to their wooden stands,
            upon each, a small card.
         

         
         The crowd had left the graveside, and the gravediggers appeared, but Mike stayed on. He walked around the grave and toward
            the flowers. He bent to look at the small white cards and found them, each, to be a direction to the deliveryman: A. Mucci/Lakeside,
            two p.m. And each bore the logo of its supplier. The more elaborate displays had, in the main, been propounded by two enterprises:
            Flessa’s, of 2331 Michigan Avenue, thus the supplier to the South Side, and “The Beautiful: Florists of Distinction,” 1225
            North Clark Street.
         

         
         Mike had begun frequenting the two emporia as possibly productive of criminal gossip. He had not been disappointed.

         
         Of the two, the management of Flessa’s was more garrulous, and happy to regale a customer, for Mike posed as such, with tales
            of the great, spicing the potentially dry recitation of business with the gossip, overheard by or indulged in with the proprietor,
            of the colorful vagaries of the Capone Mob. These stories, quips, anecdotes, or offhand comments, Mike threshed for facts,
            several of which were of sufficient accuracy to have earned him, on two occasions, polite warnings from, as they put it, “Friends
            of the Big Guy.” The Big Guy, also known as Mr. Brown, was Al Capone; these friends had spoken to Flessa, who, through his
            new reticence, had made the edict known to Mike, who then curtailed his investigations of Flessa’s.
         

         
          

         Mike’s response to the Call to Adventure, like that of many another hero, had cooled after this first opposition. The Call
            was repeated on a slow morning in May. He’d come in to take Parlow to lunch, and found him typing. Mike sat by the side of
            the desk and watched. “The rich the rich the rich make me sad,” Parlow had said. “In this greatest land God ever had the native
            sense to bless. When any . . .”
         

         
         “‘Elevator operator’?” Mike asked.

         
         “Elevator operator, yes,” Parlow said, “can rise to wealth upon the instant, by the mere possession of a tip: when those absent the understanding that the Lord gave geese can throw darts at a board, and pick stocks whose potential
            is limited only by the faith and credence of the American folk.”
         

         
         “Who do you know who struck it rich?” Mike said.

         
         “My sister, or somesuch, undoubtedly had a friend at the beauty salon whose husband, boyfriend, bootlegger, lover, chance
            acquaintance . . . and I’ll tell you what else.”
         

         
         “I’m listening,” Mike said.

         
         “I’m sick to death and want to turn my face to the wall over exposés. ‘Here we find’”—he passed his hand over the pile of
            books on his desk—“review copies of, what? Exposés: meatpacking, railroads, telephone, the stock market, for the love of God, child rearing, every swinging dick with a typewriter is crafting an indictment of the American
            Way.”
         

         
         “Many of them are women,” Mike said.

         
         “I stand by the previous statement,” Parlow said. “And there is money in that, too. ‘An exposé!’ the Consumer of Littacher exclaims: ‘Oh my: how astute to note, and how brave to relate that we are all corrupt
            swine, rooting in the feces-nurtured loam of life.’”
         

         
         “I accuse you. You’ve been reading in French,” Mike said.

         
         “And if I have?” Parlow said. “Is that not also a language, as you, no doubt, had noticed, in your sojourn there, amongst
            the antiquities, their outlines gentled by the wash of time, the German Big Berthas, and the Treaty of Versailles?”
         

         
         “What makes you sad about the rich?” Mike said.

         
         “That which makes everyone sad who is not of their number,” Parlow said. “That they are better off than we; and we brave our unmerited poverty stoically, whilst they sail yachts, and indulge in God knows what depravities in boathouses.”
         

         
         “But do you not also hate the poor?” Mike said. “For they possess no money. Therefore what can they do for me, save impotently
            rage, because I, occasionally, sport a clean collar? Fuck the poor. Further, saving always the criminals, they have misunderstood
            the situation. For, how do they propose to raise their state? By appeal, finally, to government.”
         

         
         “Fuck the poor,” Parlow said.

         
         “And what about—” Mike said.

         
         “I’m not done,” Parlow said.

         
         “What about strikes?”

         
         “I’m not done,” Parlow said. “And what is government but the nom de guerre of thugs and whores; of greed, which, were it practiced
            by those out of office, would result in their dismemberment. Strikes I approve of, as partaking both of bootless appeal to ‘authority,’ and crime. Thus, the weary brain might encompass them under
            two heads equally potential for copy.”
         

         
         “Is there a third head?” Mike asked.

         
         “Yes,” Parlow said, “its name is the lawful petition for redress of grievance.”

         
         “How shall that be addressed?” Mike said.

         
         “Not by the American,” Parlow said, “nor the Daily News, nor the Tribune, but by the clubs of the Pinkertons, hewn from trees grown for that purpose.”
         

         
         Parlow took the sheet from the typewriter and yelled, “Boy!” He put a fresh sheet in the typewriter, and began to type again.

         
         “Stand them up against a wall,” Parlow said. He looked up, and shouted, “BOY for the love of Christ!”

         
         Mike took the typed sheet and waved it over his head. “‘Boy boy and there was no boy,’” he said. He lowered the sheet of copy
            and began to read.
         

         
         “‘Page two: Of Civic Improvement. The parks, won by Abraham Lincoln for our perpetual use, are that transition area so beloved
            of architects. They do not encompass, but set off Chicago’s beauty. See them from the east, as the eye and the spirit move
            from the wild of the Lake, to the subdued, the urbs in horto, of a twenty-six-mile-long garden; a pause, if you will, between Nature and Commerce, and on to the . . .’”
         

         
         Parlow looked up for a copyboy. “Don’t read that shit,” he said to Mike.

         
         “What is it?” Mike said.

         
         Parlow stood. “BOY for the love of Christ, bleeding on the Cross!” he shouted. “Is there no one in this organization doing his job but fucking
            me?”
         

         
         A copyboy came sauntering into the City Room.

         
         “Where have you . . . BOY, you worthless pig,” Parlow said. The boy began to run toward him.
         

         
         “Yes, run. Run. You fucking maggot.”
         

         
         Mike held the sheet aloft, and the copyboy took it and ran off.

         
         “And come back!” Parlow shouted.
         

         
         “What is this shit?” Mike said.

         
         “It is an article on beautification,” Parlow said.

         
         “Why are you writing it?” Mike asked.

         
         “I am writing it as a favor,” Parlow said.

         
         “For whom?” Mike said.

         
         “I’m not going to tell you,” Parlow said.

         
         “If you were, what would you say?” Mike said.

         
         “I am writing it for the new young lady on the cultural staff,” Parlow said.

         
         “You whore,” Mike said.

         
         “I’m doing it for money,” Parlow said.

         
         “She’s paying you?”
         

         
         Parlow raised a finger to his lips.

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Apparently, she can’t write,” Parlow said.

         
         “Anyone can write,” Mike said.

         
         “She’s had a sheltered life,” Parlow said. “Nepotism, that great equalizer, has gotten her a job, but, faced with her first
            deadline, she’d come down with the fantods. I need a drink.”
         

         
         “Let’s get a drink,” Mike said. “You can buy.”

         
         Parlow shook his head and continued typing.

         
         “Okay, when you’re done,” Mike said.

         
         “No, I need a drink now,” Parlow said.
         

         
         Mike opened the desk’s bottom drawer. The bottle was there, but it was empty. Parlow shook his head.

         
         “Go on down,” Mike said. “Go on, I’ll finish it.” Parlow got up. Mike slid into his place at the typewriter. Parlow kissed the top of Mike’s head, picked up his
            coat from the hat stand, and started out of the City Room.
         

         
         The page in the typewriter read: “. . . our native Chicagoan love of flowers . . .”
         

         
          

         Parlow had gone down to get drunk. Mike was left with the unfinished article—his only (but sufficient) clue to its tone and
            content “our native Chicagoan love of flowers.”
         

         
         The previous copy had gone to the compositors, and Mike could only guess at the identity of those clichés still available
            for use. “What the hell,” he thought, “screw ’em, let the copy desk figure it out.”
         

         
         After “Chicagoan love of flowers,” he typed, “which,” and stopped.
         

         
         Did Chicagoans love flowers?

         
         Women loved flowers, he knew. Men did not care. Chicagoans did not seem to love flowers any more than any other group, and
            probably loved them less, he thought, being more down-to-earth folk.
         

         
         But someone loved flowers, or there would be no florists. Mike, like any writer faced with a stringent test or deadline, began to daydream.
            Who supported the florists? he wondered. Men looking to please a woman, women, the rich, and, he remembered, the gangsters;
            and thought on this slow day he might haul out his aperçu again.
         

         
         Parlow found Mike in the News Morgue, reading a paper from ’23. It was a photograph of a huge floral tribute.

         
         “The florists,” Mike said. “North Side.”

         
         “Yes, the Micks have the florists, and their entry to the North Side, its rich apartments, happily served by the delivery
            boys, ‘Wait right here, while I go into my bedroom, young man, and fetch you something for yourself, dot, dot, dot,’ where
            was I?”
         

         
         “The florists,” Mike said.

         
         “The North Side,” Parlow said, “widening their commerce also to the selling of hooch, nose candy, opium, and the control of the speaks north
            of our Rubicon, the Chicago River.
         

         
         “The Nation of Ausonia-in-Exile has to their credit: the Negro enclaves of the South and West Sides, numbers, girls, and the aforesaid analgesics. The North Side . . .”
         

         
         “Nails Morton,” Mike said.

         
         “Nails,” Parlow said, “yes, was, nominally, a florist. And he was the Hebrew ombudsman and Jud Süss to O’Banion and his merry band of horticulturists.”
         

         
         “Nails,” Mike said. “Pulled in, in his youth, for the murder of this or that odd duck, various other juvenile pranks, including ‘parsimony
            with lack of intent to share with the cops.’”
         

         
         “Judge says, ‘Stateville or France?’ Nails chooses France. Comes home a hero. Grows rich as shit, yellow kid gloves. Riding
            his horse one day, Lincoln Park, horse throws him. Kicks him to death. You have to love it.”
         

         
         “The horse?” Mike said.

         
         “The horse, munching his ‘hay,’ that night. O’Banion, his myrmidons bust in, ‘rat tat tat.’”

         
         Mike continued to stare at the paper.

         
         “The horse,” he said. “What did they shoot him with?”

         
         “Where have you been?” Parlow said. “They shot him with the tommy gun. Have you no sense of fitness . . . ?”
         

         
         “Old days, Roman times, they would have cut his throat,” Mike said, absently.

         
         “Time marches on. P.S.: they left the tommy gun, on top of the dead horse, discarding it, as it had been defiled by ‘contact with the horse.’ You’ve got to
            love it. Weiss, Teitelbaum, must have bemoaned the waste of four hundred bucks.”
         

         
         “I would mourn it myself,” Mike said. He held the magnifying glass close to the paper.

         
         “What are you looking at?” Parlow said.

         
         Mike was looking at the photograph. He took the magnifying glass and held it over the inscription, spelled out in daisies,
            in the midst of the horseshoe. “‘All the Best Wishes from those who Wish you the Best,’” he read.
         

         
         “Ah, yes, the language of flowers,” Parlow said, “is ‘the language of love.’”

         
         “I’m working out a lead, alright?” said Mike.
         

         
         “Is that what they call it now?” Parlow said.

         
         “That’s what they call it,” Mike said.

         
          

         Mike’s repeated excursions to The Beautiful were decreasingly productive of information as his informant, Annie Walsh, was
            the impossibly beautiful daughter of the proprietor, who, from his workroom, kept a constant and effective vigil upon her.
            And, as a demonstration of his fatherly concern, reduced his speech to monosyllables. This, while balking Mike in his attempts
            at useful conversation, did not prevent him from, silently, and irremediably, falling in love with the girl.
         

         
         “What,” he said to Parlow, “am I to do?”

         
         “If you had what I will call ‘your druthers,’ what would you do?” Parlow said.

         
         “I would walk into the shop and say, ‘Get your coat,’ and I would take her with me far away, and never let her out of bed.”

         
         But he had, as yet, even to speak to her beyond the ordering of just those flowers sufficient to excuse his presence in the
            shop.
         

         
         Mike was not, of course, deluding the father, who, in addition to suspecting any man of any age, was especially attuned to
            the actual appearance, however disguised, of lust; neither was he fooling the daughter, who, like all women of all time, was
            perfectly aware of both the presence and the degree of men’s interest. His only dupe in the charade was himself. And he paid
            not only by unrequited longing and by indecision, but by his unexamined but persistent dislike of any duplicity involving
            his love of the innocent girl. For was he not before her under doubly false flags, his dumb show as a customer masking not
            only his concupiscence, but his indeed more vile character as a spy? And might it not be argued, he wondered, that information
            elicited from her or her establishment might eventuate in their chastisement by the O’Banion organization? Which last consideration
            did not occur to him in his adventures on the South Side, where, had the question occurred to him at all, Mike would have
            considered himself as “bound to take his chances like the rest of us.”
         

         
         But not the girl. He did not wish to involve the girl.

         
         To her he did not compose poetry but that prose, to his mind, beyond such, and more fitting to a newspaperman. These forays
            in prose began, in his imagination, as simple and therefore worthy declarations, but quickly devolved into her silent acquiescence,
            and his lifting her out of her clothes (the scene, in fantasy, being transported from the flower shop to his apartment on
            Wisconsin Street), and her introduction to the art of love.
         

         
          

         Mike had discussed his floral inspiration with JoJo Lamarr, reformed, or, as he liked to say, “momentarily unapprehended,”
            cat burglar and utility man.
         

         
         JoJo’s résumé included stints as a steerer for a bunco mob, a shoplifter, and a general purveyor of information. He had no
            particular affiliation, and when asked, described his ability as an independent contractor as “being the world’s friend.”
         

         
         He invariably dressed in a shirt and slacks of tight-tailored nailhead denim. This, to those in the know, an allusion to his
            time spent in Stateville prison, and to his status there of one who, if not a boss con, was suggesting an acquaintance.
         

         
         Over the denim he wore a knee-length coat of lightweight brown leather. The entire outfit, to those who could read, proclaimed:
            “This is where I’ve been, and this is where I’m going. For the moment, I am here: ‘What’s yours?’”
         

         
         Mike had come late to meet with JoJo and proffered the writer’s universal excuse of work; bolstered, in this instance, by
            the extraneous “I was at the florist’s.”
         

         
         JoJo discounted the dual excuse, known to all who tread close to the line as a dead giveaway.

         
         He filed the unexplored obfuscation away, and asked, “At work, what were you, running down the dodge?”

         
         “Which dodge of many?” Mike said.

         
         “Yeah, the funeral dodge,” JoJo said.
         

         
         “Why the funeral dodge?”

         
         “Because you said you were at the florist’s,” JoJo said.

         
         “‘The funeral dodge,’” Mike said. “Enlighten me.”

         
         “The guy dies,” JoJo said, as would a magician explaining to a neophyte the most basic of illusions. “He’s dead, what does everyone do?”
         

         
         “They go to the funeral,” Mike said.

         
         “You bet,” JoJo said. “While they are gone, who’s minding the store? At home?”
         

         
         “. . . Uh . . . ,” Mike said.

         
         “Precisely,” JoJo said. “Nobody knows.

         
         “Nobody knows. This is the beauty of death: that it leaves a hole in the accepted working of things. Everybody assumes somebody
            else is ‘taking care of it.’”
         

         
         “In this case?” Mike said.

         
         “‘It’?” JoJo said. “‘It’ is the house. Funeral director assumes somebody called a caterer. Caterer assumes somebody’s bringing
            the flowers. Dress some broad up, appropriate to the neighborhood, waltz her in there with a casserole, who’s going to question
            her? She? Cleans the place out. It’s a naturally occurring windfall.”
         

         
         “What about—” Mike said.

         
         “Yes, yes, yes, rich people, people in the know? They hire security. Sure. They’ve got a list. One, maybe you piece them off; or? Two, Aunt Mabel, comes in with a suitcase, out of town, just heard the news. Least she can do, she can’t take the joint off? Case
            the joint. Too much protection? Either sign off, ‘I’ll go to the hotel,’ come back later; or simply walk away. The least you have got, you’ve got some information. Sometime; things calm down. Family gets over it. Wife is off, fucking the gardener, kids are away at school. Maybe, weep weep weep,
            they go on vacation. Now: even though you walked away at first, the information you gained there is priceless.”
         

         
         “How?”

         
         “You saw the joint—huh? Mike? When you were Aunt Mabel, you said, to the butler, gardener, nanny, ‘What is your name . . . ?’
         

         
         “You come back, the boys come back in, possibly, ‘I’m Forstairs’s brother, I stopped by to give him a . . .’ You know Forstairs
            is the gardener, you’ve got to be okay. Might buy you a minute, never know.
         

         
         “Also, and more importantly, the Pinkertons, you come in during the funeral? What are they guarding? They back up against one wall? That’s where the safe is, prolly. Information is gold, and will save your ass much
            more often than a Third Model Smith and Wesson, which, finally, is just going to get you in the soup.”
         

         
         “You carry one,” Mike said.
         

         
         “Wrong,” JoJo said. “I’ve never in my life; yes, well, yes, when I was a kid. Before I went to college, yes. After that? I
            had a trade. I’d never carry a gun.
         

         
         “Why? You kill somebody, they’re more apt, somebody? Come looking for you; not only later on, but now, as it makes a noise. My trade, part of it, is, one: to plan, I don’t need the gun. Part of the plan is ‘IT GOES WRONG.’ It goes wrong, I am not without resources; I’ve thought out an exit; a plan
            of escape; excuses, which may either extricate me, buy me time to attempt the same, or explain myself to the cops in such a way they might, on the way to the slam, offer me a drink instead of beating the shit
            out of me for my presumption.
         

         
         “Guns, some guys? Use them to threaten people. All I know, the only thing they’re actually good for, shoot ’em.”
         

         
         “You can’t use them to threaten people?” Mike said.

         
         “Yeah, you can,” JoJo said. “Two choices: the mopes are either frightened or they’re not. They’re not, what good was the threat? They are, they might, unknownst, have a piece on them; now? They’re frightened? Maybe they’re fighting for their life, drag it out and shoot you. Yes yes yes,” he said. “But that’s my thinking.
         

         
         “Would I, on the way to the chair, shoot the turnkey? How the fuck do I know. Probably yes, or I might just chin up and take my medicine. Am I constitutionally incapable, shooting someone? I don’t know. I’m not a moron; the other hand, I have no wish to hurt anybody.
         

         
         “I like to help people,” he said. “Here’s one: because you never ‘went away.’ You never got an education. You had? First thing
            you learn there: What is trouble? We know what it is. It’s trouble. Where’s it to be found?”
         

         
         “The least likely place.”

         
         “And, Mike? Let this be a lesson: the more innocent a thing is, the more some guy”—he gestured to himself as an example—“is going to find some way, get over on you.
         

         
         “Popcorn. I was working in the carny selling popcorn—fill up the bottom of the bag, half inch of sand: popcorn. Nothing is on the up-and-up.”
         

         
          

         The true advance in Mike’s education had come from observation of the girl, over tea at the Budapest Café.

         
         The intimacy of the Budapest was a proclamation. Prior to that, Mike was allowed to enjoy her company only as the reporter
            following a lead.
         

         
         The fiction served them both, and after three visits to The Beautiful, it was, in the main, forgotten.

         
         Mike realized that there was information to be gained from attendance at funerals. He let the lead go at that, and spent his
            mornings in The Beautiful greenhouse questioning the girl, now and then, merely for form. The worth and meaning of the questions
            was understood by both as cooing. The girl appreciated his decent protection of a troubled chastity whose blushes, absent
            the neutral topic, would reveal itself past hope of recall.
         

         
         In their talks at the florist’s, Mike sat on the high stool and smoked cigarettes. Annie was dressed in a green work smock,
            which he thought the most graceful garment he had ever seen. She wore white cotton gloves, and pushed the hair back from her
            forehead with one. As she worked, the gloves dirtied. She searched the gloves, at first, for a clean spot, and as those became
            more rare, her forehead was streaked with dirt. Mike was entranced.
         

         
         He retailed her secrets to Parlow.

         
         “Did you know,” he said, “that flowers can be scalded back to life?”

         
         Parlow, as a reporter, could always be charmed by anything smacking of a dodge.

         
         “Yes,” Mike said. “You have to cut the stems longwise, on the diagonal, to allow them more access to the water. The water must be fresh and cold. You can then pour the hot water from the kettle on the new cuts; in they go, back in the vase, and you’ll add a day or two to their effective life.”
         

         
         Parlow began to speak.

         
         “And,” Mike said, “you never use scissors to cut the stems.”
         

         
         “Why?” Parlow asked, thinking himself the most useful of friends.

         
         “As that compresses the stem,” Mike said. “And you are, then, allowing the plant less water. Here is my favorite. It’s florist’s wire.”
         

         
         “Florist’s wire,” Parlow said.

         
         “A super-thin gauge, inserted through the stem, up into the flower itself, correcting its drooping head. You take, for example, a rose. Past its prime . . .”
         

         
         Parlow nodded in sympathy. “New cut to the stem, boiling water, strip the dead petals—leave the fresh, insert the wire, the head of the rose comes up, and you can sell ’em again.”
         

         
         “Again?” Parlow said.

         
         “People buy flowers,” Mike said. He saw Parlow’s agreement and continued. “Where do they take them?”

         
         “To their girl,” Parlow said.

         
         “Yes . . .”

         
         “Or their mother.”

         
         “Yes, yes, and they take them to functions,” Mike said.
         

         
         “Yes, they do,” Parlow said.

         
         “They pay for the flowers, which are left at the functions. What happens to them at the function’s close?”

         
         “Someone takes them to hospitals for the poor,” Parlow said.

         
         “Henh,” Mike said. “The house staff, cleaning staff, bellboys sell them back to the flower shops.”

         
         “I had no idea,” Parlow said.

         
         “Well,” Mike said. “And you can paint flowers, you can dye ’em, you can, look here, you can, same old flower . . .” He moved his hands to indicate after we have done the things to it previously mentioned. “What draws us to it, for, certainly, it represents youth.”
         

         
         “Youth and sex,” Parlow said.

         
         “Not with one’s mother,” Mike said.

         
         Parlow said, “Consider Hamlet,” as Mike continued, “Youth. ‘Dewy freshness.’”

         
         “Oh, my,” Parlow said.

         
         “That glint,” Mike said, “which only comes in youth. ‘Though, over time, and with mutual support, of course, it may be replaced
            by a comradely understanding, which—’”
         

         
         “Yes, alright,” Parlow said.

         
         “—the old flower, by the way, I’m speaking of the rose,” Mike said, “and, if you place a penny in the tulips’ water, that will preserve them. The rose, especially, stands for young love.”
         

         
         “I never doubted it,” Parlow said.

         
         “The capillaries of its stem—”

         
         “I had assumed the stem itself was a capillary,” Parlow said.

         
         “It’s not,” Mike said. “As the stem ages, they collapse, they desiccate, less water reaches the bloom. The new rose, of course,
            in the display, is sprayed with water. What is more beautiful than that glistening—”
         

         
         “Alright,” Parlow said.

         
         “But the old rose, however it is culled, wired, and stripped, its petals just won’t cause the water to bead.”
         

         
         “It beads, no doubt,” Parlow said, “in the new rose, as it is replete, and can hold no more.”

         
         Mike looked accusingly at Parlow, who performed ignorance of his affront.

         
         “But the appearance of this freshness may be gaffed,” Mike said, “by spraying the rose with glycerin.”

         
         The tutorials at The Beautiful continued. They were, one morning, cut short as Annie was directed to accompany the driver
            to the cemetery.
         

         
         She got into the neat red van marked The Beautiful. Mike, as a matter of course, climbed after her into the van, which both silently agreed was but logical.
         

         
         The red van drove through the stone gates of Waldheim Cemetery. The driver parked the van alongside the large equipment shed.
            Mike followed Annie into the shed.
         

         
         They walked past the mowers and rollers. The groundskeepers were sitting at a table in the back. One of them hailed the driver,
            and led him to a double door. He opened the door. Beyond it were arrayed multiple floral tributes.
         

         
         The more ornate bore symbols or sentiments; many bore both. There were the shamrock, the thistle, hearts entwined, the cross,
            and the names of family or official positions of the dearly departed.
         

         
         The tributes were arranged into groups.

         
         The driver preceded the groundsmen to the group he recognized as his own. Money changed hands, and Mike helped him and Annie
            load the tributes onto the van.
         

         
         Mike and Annie rode in the back of the van. Each sat on a wheel well. The flowers, filling the van, came between them, and
            they
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