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“Enough already!” Jimmy
gasped.

He squeezed his eyes closed against
the sweat dripping into them. The plastic straps were rough and
chafed against his wrists.

“I do not think you really
mean that,” Kaczmarek chided.

“No, really! That’s enough
pain, thank you.”

“I will be the judge of
that. What do you know?” The big, muscular Pole stared down at him.
“You think this is pain? I’ll show you pain.”

Jimmy opened one eye and watched his
tormentor push some buttons on the device, then clenched his mouth
shut against what he knew was coming. The stress on his arms
increased; he could almost feel the tearing inside as he tried to
resist the pressure. A high-pitched whine escaped through his
running nose.

Kaczmarek laughed.

Jimmy groaned through gritted teeth.
“You’re enjoying this, you sick bastard!”

“No need to be rude,
Jimmy,” he replied. “You know it did not need to come to this. You
keep doing things the way you have been, and you only make it hard
on yourself. And then you wind up here, strapped in, struggling
…”

It was bad enough to have to endure
this torture, Jimmy thought. Did the nagging really have to come
with it? He wanted to say something to shut him up – anything to
stop this incessant droning. But he was too busy trying not to cry
out from the pain.

“…whining like a little
girl. Go on – tell me what I want to hear.”

“Cut it out, already,”
Jimmy gasped through clenched teeth.

“Say it. Unless you want
to stay in the machine forever.”

Jimmy grimaced under the weight. He
couldn’t take much more.

“You want this to end?
Then stop holding out,” Kaczmarek chuckled.

“Fine! Magnum,” Jimmy
could barely get the words out “… is cooler than
Rockford.”

“There, was that so
hard?”

Pete Kaczmarek pushed a couple of
buttons on the power press, and the resistance melted away. Jimmy
gingerly pushed himself up with his aching arms and straddled the
machine’s bench. Pete tossed him a towel, which he wasn’t quick
enough to catch before it landed in his lap.

“But Spade is still the
best,” Jimmy said.

“You want to start again?”
Pete asked.

“I think you have more in
common with Max than I realized,” Jimmy said as he wiped the sweat
from his face.

Pete’s cousin Max was still doing time
in the state pen, having been sent there a couple of times by
Jimmy, the last time for three murders. Max had managed to have
Jimmy drugged and framed, and would have killed him, too if Jimmy’s
former police partner hadn’t arrived on the scene.

“That’s not fair, Jimmy –
you asked me to coach you. I just want to help you be the best you
can be.” Pete handed Jimmy a fortified water. “Drink.”

Jimmy took a swig of water. “I could
use a beer right now.”

“No – you need to stay
hydrated,” Pete said. “And you’ll lose some of that belly
fat.”

“Is that why you stopped
drinking?”

“I had other
issues.”

“I still don’t know how
you stay on the wagon running a bar,” Jimmy said.

“Will power – the same
thing that’s going to get you back in shape,” Pete said. “Remember
– no pizza.”

“You’re a hard
man.”

*****

After he showered, Jimmy got in his
Cuda and rumbled from The Rock Hard Firm’s posh Northside
neighborhood, down Eighth to Barnstow’s Southside. He noticed that
there seemed to be more contractor activity going on around the
Barnstow Arms apartments – it might actually be a decent place to
live soon. A red light held him up at Main and gave him a little
time to admire The Prestige, now looking fully recovered from the
fire Sharon Lewis had set. After Sharon tried to kill him there
twice, Jimmy wasn’t sure if he’d ever be comfortable in that
building, but it was good to see it opening up. At least some of
Raymond Lewis’s dream of a revived Southside would outlive the
deceased millionaire.

A couple of blocks south he turned
onto Semolina and took it just past 6th Avenue. He parked at the
curb outside Gialani’s Italian and stepped inside.

Jimmy had liked the place even when
the original owner - mobster Mickey Gialani - had been in charge;
back then they had the best pizza in town, and after Mickey was
murdered on the back steps, the succession of owners who had
followed had managed to maintain that quality, although they hadn’t
been able to maintain it as a business. It was hard to make an
honest living on the Southside over the last few years; it only
worked for Mickey because he was laundering money through the
Italian. The pizza survived, but without some kind of special
backing, the ownership had been transitional. That might change if
the revitalization took hold, but Jimmy wasn’t holding his breath.
In the meantime, a new group had taken over a couple of months ago,
and they had their own special funding.

Darcy, the attractive young redheaded
hostess, was arguing at her stand with a man in his late twenties.
Probably a tourist, judging by the blue blazer.

“No, our girls are not
‘for rent’,” Darcy said. “There is no soliciting allowed
here.”

“But I was told –” he
said.

“Well you were told
wrong,” Darcy said. “Please find your pleasure
elsewhere.”

“But I’m not –” the man
said, blushing.

“Leave now or I’ll call
the police.”

“Prostitution is legal in
Barnstow,” he said.

“Yes, but not
here.”

“Okay, I’m going, I’m
going.”

The man walked past Jimmy and down the
street.

“Hello, Mr. Delaney; good
to see you again,” Darcy said.

“Trouble, Darcy?” he
asked.

“Just the
usual.”

Since the Working Sisters Foundation
had taken over Gialani’s, the girls who were still working the
oldest profession would send prospective johns to the restaurant as
a way to harass the foundation’s former prostitutes. Jimmy had made
a point of taking lunch here a couple of times a week – every
Tuesday and Thursday at least. He had his own hopes for the
Southside, and any little bit he could contribute to helping along
both the neighborhood and the Foundation’s reformed prostitutes was
worthwhile.

And of course, the lot of them weren’t
exactly hard on the eyes; the girls dressed modestly, but sometimes
more is less, especially with the way some of them had learned to
carry themselves…professionally.

“Thank you, Darcy,” Jimmy
said.

“Will you be dining alone
today?”

“No – I’m expecting
Detective March.”

“Oh,” Darcy’s smile
faltered.

Why do so many of Diana’s
girls know how she feels about me? he
wondered.

“Relax - it’s not a date.
Detective Moon will be here, too,” Jimmy finished.

“Oh!” Darcy was all smiles
again. “Then your usual table will not work. This way
please.”

There was this awkward side to eating
at Gialani’s; there was no sign of her today, but this place was
the closest he would allow himself to get to Misty Devereux – aka
Diana Lang – if he could help it. Darcy led him to a four-seater
booth along the wall, not far from his usual corner table. He
watched her exchange head shakes and whispers with one of the
waitresses – a rather top-heavy brunette – as she walked back to
her stand, and they each turned a disappointed eye in his
direction.

When Raymond Lewis had created the
Working Sisters Foundation, he had done it as a form of
self-redemption. After making a portion of his considerable fortune
on Barnstow’s legal prostitution trade, he had experienced that
change of heart that often afflicts people as they are feeling
their own mortality. The Foundation was a way to help some hookers
rise out of the profession and to a better station, and hopefully
lead others to do the same. Ever since Raymond had enlisted Misty –
Diana – to run the Foundation, she had been on her own redemption
tour.

Diana had never been a hooker
(although it wouldn’t have surprised Jimmy if she had – the woman
had skills); she had been a criminal genius who had dabbled in mind
control through electronic and chemical means. She’d been involved
in a couple of murders herself, although never convicted – that
honor was left to her ex-husband, Dr. Yon. She had changed her name
and remade her image with the help of Raymond Lewis, and pled her
reformation to Jimmy to this day. But there’s something about
knowing that a person’s tried to kill you that makes trust a scarce
commodity, especially with someone as clever and manipulative as
Diana.

Jimmy saw Detective Wayne Moon walk up
to the hostess stand, and with him his partner Allison March. Well,
she was Wayne’s partner now, but when Jimmy had still been on the
force, he and Al had been partners. In those days that infectious,
broad smile of hers might have led to a more personal relationship
between them, but he had been married then. Since Jill had divorced
Jimmy, it never seemed to be the right time for him and Al to get
together. And she hadn’t had many smiles for him lately.

She spends so much time
annoyed with me, it’s just as well, he
thought. I had enough of that with Jill.
Glad Wayne is with her - safer to just stay friends.

“Hi, Partner.” Al slid in
opposite him.

“Jimmy,” Wayne nodded as
he sat next to her.

They both had blue LEDs
shining by their right ears – their department-installed
AugMonitors were on and recording. Another reminder to Jimmy of why
it was good to be a private
detective.

“So how have things…”
Jimmy began, but the buxom brunette Jimmy had seen Darcy speak with
was suddenly leaning on the table and looking straight at
him.

“Hi, I’m Sheila, and I’ll
be serving you today.”

“You must be new - I
haven’t seen you around here,” Jimmy said.

“Well, you’ll be seeing a
lot more of me.” She pulled out her order pad. “So, what would you
all like?”

They ordered their drinks – soft
drinks for Al and Wayne, and–

“Pabst Light,” Jimmy
said.

Jimmy and Wayne watched Sheila bounce
away.

“I hope she got our order
right,” Wayne said. “I don’t know how she could see what she was
writing past those –”

“Why do we have to come
here?” Al asked.

“Just trying to be a good
citizen,” Jimmy said.

“Yes, these girls need
support,” Wayne said.

They watched Sheila trying to keep
things balanced as she returned with their drinks.

“I think this is more of a
sight-seeing trip – for both of you,” she said.

“Well, there’s the pizza,
too,” Jimmy said.

“Best pizza in town,”
Wayne said.

Sheila set down their glasses and
pulled her pad out again.

“So, what will be your
pleasure?” she asked.

“Chicken Caesar,” Al
said.

“A couple of slices of
Hawaiian,” Wayne said.

“A pepperoni –” Jimmy
began, but then he remembered Pete. “No, make that a Chicken Caesar
for me, too.”

“Coming up,” Sheila said,
and she wobbled back to the kitchen.

“I thought you were here
for the pizza,” Al said.

“I’m under orders,” Jimmy
said.

“I’ve been telling you
that for years,” Al said.

She reached across the table and
patted the back of his hand, then kept hers there, and Jimmy
wondered if maybe it would be better if Wayne wasn’t
there.

“What did they say?” she
asked.

“Just that I need to lay
off some things so I won’t waste my workouts,” Jimmy
said.

“Oh – this is just about
looks.” Al pulled her hand away and sat back. “I thought you had
some health concerns.”

“Well, it is health – I’m
trying to do something about how out of shape I’ve gotten,” Jimmy
said.

“I think you’re looking
pretty good,” Diana said.

Jimmy didn’t know whether Diana had
been back in the kitchen, or just walked in off the street, but
there she was, standing at the end of their table and smiling down
at him from atop those stilettos, wearing a modestly tailored
electric blue dress that showed off her killer legs and the blue
eyes framed by her straight black hair. A smile tried to form on
his face, but he wrestled the urge down to a mere grin.

“Hi – Misty,” Jimmy
said.

“Don’t be silly – we all
know who she is,” Al said, and nodded. “Diana.”

Diana looked around to see if anyone
was paying attention, then slid into the seat next to Jimmy. She
was just close enough that he caught a whiff of that musky perfume
of hers; he concentrated on not letting it – or the memories it
conjured - distract him from the conversation.

“I changed my name for
legitimate business purposes. I prefer to go by Misty Devereux,”
Diana said.

“You changed it to hide
who you are. I don’t see why you bother: Raymond Lewis’ attorneys
made sure your record was wiped,” Al said. “No one is looking to
arrest Diana Lang anymore.”

“There is a public
perception of me that I don’t want attached to The Foundation. And
my girls know me as Misty, so please –” Diana said.

“It still
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