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  SALMON IN THE SOUP


  Some circumstantial evidence is very strong, as when you find a trout in the milk.


  —Henry David Thoreau


  Naturalist, Writer


  Some circumstantial evidence is a crock, as when you find a salmon in the soup.


  —Jessica James


  Screw-up, Reporter


  Chapter One


  It has been said that bad stories often begin with the weather: The wind sighed through the sycamores … the sun poked through and kissed the sullen earth with a smile.


  Well, hell, I don’t mean to tell a bad story here, but it’s my story and I know how it began, and it began with the goddamn weather.


  It always does, in Rochester, New York.


  It was storming. Sheets of it against the windows, the wind howling through the trees outside my apartment, a blind flapping at a half-open window. The stench of lightning in the air.


  A clap of summer thunder. Christ. I pulled the covers over my head.


  Go to work this morning? No way.


  I crawled out again and lifted the phone. Put it down. I couldn’t even call in “well.” It would be a lie.


  It was also a lie, I decided, that sobriety grew easier as time went by. I wanted a drink more than love or money, more than peace on earth. More than a dying man wants a ten-dollar whore, I wanted a drink.


  I lay shivering and thought about the fact that there are a lot of reasons to start boozing again when you’ve been sober a year.


  One is that you get tired of being afraid you’ll do it—so more and more, it seems reasonable to just get it over with.


  Another is that it’s a bitch dealing with things without a little oil—dealing with them cold.


  I told myself later that if I’d known before I picked up that bottle that Marcus Andrelli was being questioned for murder and would need me, I might not have done it.


  Right.


  I’d have done it if the Pope were being paraded down Genesee Street on the back of an ass with swords stuck through his palms. If Christ himself were nailed to a cross in Highland Park and pelted with stones, I’d have chosen to take that drink rather than offer a wine-soaked rag to his poor parched lips.


  (Lest you be led astray, I feel I should clarify the fact that I’m not in the least religious, nor ever have been. I just want to make sure that anyone, even my old ninny-nunny teachers from Mercy High, could understand the depths of my degradation here.)


  My usual was a Genny beer with slices of orange, a Genesee Screw. I thought: I could get hooked again if I start on those. So what if I have something different, something that doesn’t have sentimental value, that I don’t even like—say a scotch, or a vodka on the rocks?


  My list of support numbers hung on the wall by my bed and stared at me. I rolled over and looked the other way. Jesus, what was the big deal, anyway, one Genesee beer?


  And who would it hurt? There wasn’t anybody it would make a difference to, not really. One drink. It was eight A.M. By noon, latest, it would be done. Life would go on as before. No one would know. Not Samved, my guru/shrink, or my support group—absolutely no one at all.


  I snaked a hand outside my Puff the Magic Dragon sheet and lifted the phone. It didn’t feel like an instrument of the devil. It felt silky and light—the palm of an assisting angel. The number for Harding’s Liquors slid out of the gray cells as smoothly. It had been lying suspended in all-too-fertile soil the past year, like skunkweed waiting to bloom.


  “Mr. Harding? Jesse. Jessica James. Yeah, a long time. Can you send over a bottle of Jack Daniels?”


  I hate Jack Daniels. I wouldn’t, therefore, I reasoned, want very much. What the hell, anyway—as Pop used to say, a little dab’ll do ya.


  “I’ll give the kid an extra ten to bring it over now.” I cleared my throat. “Right. Company from out of town. You know how newspaper people are.”


  When the boy came I ran nervous fingers through my shoulder-length brown hair, which hadn’t been combed since the day before. I mumbled my story again about “a fellow reporter from a sister paper” and ignored his snide, knowing look. No problem, lady—everybody orders Jack Daniels at eight A.M. I paid him and he went away. I stood by the door in my stained FREE ITHACA! tee from college days and twisted the cap.


  The rest was easy.


  You don’t stand with the bottle and stare into it, shaking, while it rises, inch by inch, to your mouth. That only happens in bad films on TV.


  What you do is, you close your mind to it. You tilt the bottle and take the pull.


  You don’t even enjoy it; that would call for too much acknowledgment of the act.


  After a few minutes, though, it hits, and the walls come down, and it’s good, baby, it’s good.


  You don’t feel bad anymore.


  The phone shrilled. I pried open the lid of one eye with something I think was a thumb. The room lurched from side to side. But which room? Where was I? Christ, the bathroom. No more than a postage stamp in size. What was I doing here? I opened the other eye. I was on my back between the sink and the toilet, my head against the wall at a forty-five-degree angle to my chest. One foot was wedged inside the bottom drawer of the linen closet, less than a yard away on the opposite wall. The phone jangled. I couldn’t move.


  Then I remembered. I’d been standing on the front of the half-pulled-out drawer, trying to reach … what? To reach …


  Something, I didn’t know. Something on the top shelf. Then I fell and couldn’t get up. My foot and calf had jammed inside the drawer, and the harder I tried to pull, the deeper in they went. I was too screwed up to get any leverage. I had passed out that way.


  Shit. If Sister Clarice could see me now.


  “Being a woman is something to be proud of, Jessica. Women are the Virgin Mary here on earth, just as men are the Christ. You must always hold yourself high. Be above earthly matters. Look to the sky.”


  I looked. The sky looked a hell of a lot like a bathroom ceiling to me.


  The phone had stopped, but now it began again. It went on and on. I grabbed hold of the pink tile sink counter with one hand and the toilet seat with the other, and pulled. The upper half of my body came a few inches off the floor. My leg twisted in the drawer, and I groaned. I heaved again, ignoring the pain. Long moments later I was on my feet. One of which was still in a drawer.


  The phone jangled on and on. “Coming … I’m coming!” I yelled.


  I stumbled into the living room, limping and rubbing my hip, which felt like tiny little men had been playing lawn darts on my Gulliverlike body as it lay on the bathroom floor. Ran to the counter between the kitchen and living room for my phone. No phone. Where the hell was the phone?


  “Will you shut the fuck up?” I yelled. I rummaged in a pile of Rochester Heralds on the couch that I hadn’t read for a week, even though I worked for the goddamn rag.


  The papers went flying. Becky Anderson’s face smiled vapidly from her column in Lifestyle. I wanted to hit her. Stomp on her picture and smash her. But that was another matter.


  Beneath the sports section, I found the phone. I yanked the receiver to my ear.


  “What?”


  “Jesse?”


  “Yeah.” The other voice came from far away, under a tunnel somewhere. Who was it? “Who is it?”


  “Tark. Where the hell have you been, Jess? I’ve been trying to reach you since last night.”


  I’d never heard the hulk’s voice on the phone before. Tark didn’t trust phones. As far as he was concerned, they were all tapped—and as bodyguard to Marcus Andrelli, Rochester’s recently reinstated King of Crime, he’d be the one to know. I squinted at the little travel clock on the bookcase by my desk. It blurred, then steadied. 1:37. Afternoon, it seemed, from the post-rain July sun streaming in through all the windows. It was muggy in here, and hard to breathe. “I had it off the hook,” I said, remembering last night’s mood of dejection that had gotten me into all this. “Tark … what’s up?”


  “Marcus is in trouble.”


  I cleared my throat and shook my head … neither of which made much difference. I still couldn’t make my mouth move right.


  “He’s at police headquarters,” Tark went on. “Vince Russo’s there, too, arranging bail, I guess.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “Somebody was shot on Marcus’s boat. They think he did it, and they’ve had him downtown since it happened.”


  “Who? Who was shot?”


  A brief pause. “The Sloan lady. Barbara Sloan.”


  “Baby Cakes?” That one cleared my mind. And I was embarrassed at my almost hopeful tone. Barbara Sloan. Tall, blond, cool, beautiful. Intelligent. Marcus’s new attorney—and, some said, much, much more. “Is she … dead?”


  “That’s what I hear.”


  I wiped sweat from my eyes. “Why would they think Marcus did it? I thought he and Baby Cakes … What would be his motive?”


  “I can’t talk about it now.”


  “Tark, where’re you—”


  “I have to go, Jess.”


  “Wait—”


  He hung up.


  I dropped the phone on its hook and sat on the couch, feeling numb. I surveyed the wreckage of my living room. The four-foot orange tree Mom had sent from California—the one with the dusty leaves and hard green fruit—had been knocked over. I’d have to haul out the vacuum to suck all the dirt off the floor. The Jack Daniels bottle lay on its side by the stereo. A dark stain spread from its neck, where the little liquor I hadn’t managed to down had trickled onto the pale gray rug. I’d left the front windows open, and the sheer white curtains there were soaked and twisted from the storm. It was a wonder Mrs. Binty, my landlady downstairs, hadn’t called to say the rain was leaking through the floor.


  Maybe she had. Hell, how would I know?


  I groaned and eased myself to an upright position, then limped into the bedroom, rubbing my bruised bones. On my unmade bed was a pile of notebooks, right where I always kept them to write genius thoughts in before I fell asleep. I picked the top one up and looked at chicken tracks I now remembered scrawling after the first few drinks.


  I couldn’t read a word.


  Well, yes, I could, in fact, read a random word.


  One was Marcus. The other was Herald. The two major problem areas in my life.


  One had to do with my obsession for a man who lived outside the law. The other had to do with my work.


  Neither one seemed to be going all that well these days.


  Chapter Two


  I managed a quick hand-held shower, with a floor fan at rocket blast to scatter the humidity. Someone has written that there are only two seasons in upstate New York: winter and the fourth of July. Well, here it was. July. Ninety degrees at seven A.M. Hot as a firecracker poised in erection, by noon.


  I stepped outside the clawfoot tub with a slightly clearer head. Glanced down at the scene of my earlier humiliation. Saw that I’d collapsed the web that Lola had been so fanatically spinning between the toilet and sink. Poor Lola. Poor fuzzy eight-legged arachnid. She’d have to begin again.


  Poor me. I’d have to begin again too.


  I sighed, wondering if I was up to it. A month at St. Avery’s treatment center a year ago April, and I’d thought I had it licked. No, that’s not true. I hoped I had it licked. There was always that niggling little voice underneath saying: Don’t pat yourself on the back yet, Jess. It’s a long cold life, a lot of upsets in the future just by the nature of things.


  I was half right. It’s a long cold life, indeed. But the upsets had never really come. Things went, if anything, too smoothly. I found a new job after St. Avery’s, at the Rochester Herald. They were impressed by the real estate fraud piece I’d done for the Weston Free Press, the one that almost won the Pulitzer. Almost being the operative word here. I had, a couple of times, almost won that most elite of awards. Almost had my fingers on the brass ring, only to see it pass on by and go to the fellow on the pink giraffe behind me, touting feathers in its hair.


  Never did I blame my loss on luck. There was something missing in me, I knew. Maybe a hot enough urge to really win. The passion to throw my all into the competitive fray. That predilection had followed me, in fact, from the Weston Free Press to the Rochester Herald—where I turned down the chance to continue as an investigative reporter and chose, instead, to be a g.a.


  The thing is, Investigative on the Herald is mostly research if you’re the new gal on the block. No matter your reputation, there’s a lengthy pecking order to be observed. And I don’t know about you, but I grow fungus on my fingers from filing—whereas General Assignments at least got me out on the streets.


  Not that I kidded myself I was chasing an officially sanctioned story now. I’d been warned several times by R.B. Chastain, the Herald’s new publisher, to stay away from Marcus Andrelli. “The Herald’s new thrust is toward the family,” R.B. had intoned just last week. “We prefer not to focus on stories about organized crime today. Much better to offer our readership community events and services, positive news…”


  “You don’t want people to know what’s really going on in the city?”


  His normally paper-white face became pink. “I didn’t say that. What we are speaking of here is a matter of focus.”


  He had rambled on in that vein, a small man with a preacher’s pinched nose. As he pontificated he toyed with a gold watch, taking it in and out of the tiny pocket of his pinstriped suit. In and out, out and in. I began to get an image of an exhibitionist, the watch a phallic symbol. Out and in, out and in. I drew my eyes away with effort.


  “I’ve been receiving complaints about you, Ms. James,” R.B. had continued.


  “Oh?”


  “There seems to be a feeling that you lack team spirit, that your … attitude, shall we say … has not been the best lately.”


  Golly. “Anything specific?” I said.


  “In the first place, there’s this business of calling in well when you don’t plan to be here, instead of sick. Your humor isn’t appreciated by the rest of the staff.”


  “I got that from a book by Larry L. King—”


  “And you can hardly call yourself an objective reporter if you insist on consorting with this … this Andrelli, this mobster.”


  “Yes, sir. The last thing I’d want to do is consort.”


  His chin wobbled. His nostrils began to drip, and he poked at them irritably with a starched white handkerchief that could put out an eye. Thank God he had stopped the thing with the watch. “That’s just the sort of thing I mean,” he accused. “This is a newspaper, Ms. James, not a comedy club. From now on, you will be expected at your desk bright and sharp at nine o’clock every morning without fail. And you are to be available for whatever assignments come up—not cavorting around town, doing God knows what.”


  “I have to see my shrink—”


  “And that is another thing. The policy here is for management to follow up on these appointments when time away from work is involved. It seems you haven’t been seen nor heard from at the Center for Natural Healing in the past three weeks.”


  Fuck. Old Samved had squealed?


  R.B.’s liver-spotted fingers pushed firmly against his desk. “Ms. James, I’m very sorry to have to tell you that this situation does not seem to be working out in a productive manner for either one of us. If matters don’t improve…”


  He left it hanging, but I knew. I’d be fired.


  Well, hell, I’m always fired. I’ve been fired from every job I’ve ever had, since college. I don’t fit in. Can’t take orders. Can’t follow rules. I would not make a good Marine. Once upon a time, that might have bothered me. Now I’m just glad not to have to cut my hair in a buzz and wear those godawful boots.


  I had gone back to my desk that day and sat there thinking. The big black and white clock that hung on the wall at the end of the office—a large impersonal area with thirty desks—showed me that it was 11:26. Tick-tock.


  Tick-tock.


  Tiiiiick … toooockk.


  I drummed my fingers on the gray metal desk. Nicky Ludgett was out on assignment, and so was Carol Bruce. There had been nothing for me, so far. My IN basket was empty; the OUT equally so.


  Nothing for me. It seemed I’d been getting fewer assignments than anyone lately. A lot of the problem, I figured, was my own fault. I’d incurred a good deal of resentment by not following the rules.


  Or maybe it had something to do with the fact that I was seldom around.


  Well, I thought, looking at the clock once more. 11:28. A long day ahead. Not much happening here. And as they used to say in old journalese, “You gotta leg it, kid”—you gotta get out and around, talk to people, see what’s going on, cover the town.


  Uh-huh.


  As I left, it had occurred to me that if I got fired, I at least wouldn’t have to pack up a cardboard box with photos, plants, nail files. I never kept anything like that at work anyway; it would have been too much of a concession—like saying I thought I belonged.


  Tick-tock.


  My mind had been straying in a post-drunk haze. I drew it away from the Herald and back to Marcus Andrelli. How long had it been since Tark called? Would Marcus still be at police headquarters? Had he been released, or arrested and held? I should hurry.


  I peered at my thirty-one-year-old green eyes in the bathroom mirror. They looked dull and puffy, with black shadows beneath. A purplish bruise had begun on my cheek where I’d struck it against something. I scrabbled in the back of my junk drawer for an old tube of that erase-type stuff, left over from the original drinking days. Dabbed some on. Added blush to my white face and dark red color to my lips. Stood back for inspection.


  There.


  I looked like the hapless survivor of a banana republic war.


  Marcus would be thrilled to see me this way, I thought. I pulled on the cleanest things I could find, rumpled white jeans and a red sleeveless tee. They were in the dirty clothes basket, and smelled of mildew. I swallowed bile as my stomach rolled over. Weaved back into the living room. Grabbed up my car keys and locked the door behind me, trotting painfully down the gray, woolly hallway stairs.


  As I kicked the old red and white Ghia out of the driveway and into Genesee Park Boulevard, I remembered how I used to tell myself that Marcus wasn’t the type to care about looks. But men are always saying that, aren’t they? That it’s personality they’re looking for? A sense of humor?


  Well, let me tell you, men lie. When push comes to shove (and other positions of merit), they want Patty Penthouse. They want gorgeous, tall, well-built blonds … blonds like Baby Cakes Sloan.


  Barbara. Sloan. Dead by Marcus’s hand or order?


  I couldn’t conceive of it.


  And as old Samved is wont to expound, “One must conceive to believe.”


  Marcus Andrelli. Where to begin?


  For about three years after my pop died, I’d been cautious, prickly. Not letting anyone get close. I spent my days as an investigative reporter and a drunk, giving fair and equal time to each and going downhill, emotionally, faster than a speeding wooden Flyer. Then a year ago last March, Marcus Andrelli came along, and I let some of the barriers down. Some. Not all. I still don’t like dogs.


  Which makes it hard on Bastard, a dastardly dog if there ever was one. Bastard was left behind by a boyfriend who hightailed it out of my life in a panic when I was confined to bed for six weeks with broken ribs. Somehow, I’ve never been able to get rid of the mutt. Right now, he’s on a camping trip with the Flynns, next door to the right, and forgive me, God, but I hope he gets eaten by bears.


  As for Marcus, the best way I can describe him is that he’s the only upscale mob leader I’ve ever known. Marcus is caught between two worlds: the one his parents raised him to believe in, where the keynote was truth, honesty, kindness to one’s fellow man—and the world he’s made for himself as head of an elite new branch of the mob in western New York. Marcus doesn’t deal in drugs or the rackets, doesn’t believe in street thuggery or violence—yet in a good year he manages to pull off more crooked deals than the Pentagon, the CIA, and the Teamster’s Union combined.


  It’s the new way in organized crime, Marcus tells me, a product of the upscale eighties. Hi-tech is in, gats and molls are out.


  So how did I get into the picture? Well, last year, I managed to do a good deed for Marcus—after which he made me an honorary member of his Family (hot damn). Thank God for the New Order: at least we didn’t have to slit our wrists and mingle blood.


  Mingle we did, though, and with Marcus it was better than good; on a different plane. Marcus was like no one, ever, in my experience. Growing up poor and without power can do things to you, to the way you look at the world and the kinds of fears you have. Just knowing Marcus was there eliminated some of those fears.


  But I’d like to think that Marcus, too, got something out of the relationship other than the obvious. One thing about Marcus and me, we could always talk. There was, between us, a sense of loyalty and absolute trust.


  In about twenty minutes I was at the Public Safety Building on Plymouth Avenue. I rolled into a slot marked RESERVED, COMMISSIONER and eased out of my Campbell’s tomato soup can, lifting the door an inch on its broken hinges to close it. I pushed through a mob of fellow reporters outside on the steps, ignored all questions that flew my way, and forged on into the downstairs holding area—certainly one of my favorite places to spend a hot summer day. The place was teeming with battered humanity, some of them dressed in blue with badges on their chests. There was no air-conditioning in this older part of the building. Instead, large fans in the comers pushed around fetid air, mingling odors of pastrami and onions from the cops and urine and sour wine from what appeared to be a thousand bums. They must have pulled in all of Dwight Square.


  I didn’t have time to find out why; Marcus was coming out of an elevator, presumably from the fourth floor, where booking and interrogation went on. He stood talking to Vince, his former attorney and now capo, and he didn’t see me at first. His black autocratic brows were pulled tight in anger, the jacket of his dark suit open, white shirt collar unbuttoned, tie loose. He wheeled away from Vince and I stood in front of him, looking up from my five-foot-four height to his trim, hard-packed six feet. The small, ancient scar under his left eye that became visible only under stress was livid now. I reached automatically as if to soothe it, but Marcus drew away.


  My hand dropped. “What’s going on?” I said.


  For a minute he didn’t speak. When he did, his voice was harsh. “Where have you been the past three months?”


  “I … I don’t know. I’ve been around…”


  “Not around me, you haven’t.”


  I didn’t answer.


  “Dammit, Jess. I’ve been worried about you.”


  “I … I guess I didn’t think. I mean, if anything, I thought it wouldn’t make any difference. If you didn’t see me for a while.”


  “Wouldn’t make any difference?”


  I pushed the hair off my forehead, wiping at sweat, then glanced around the room, hoping for a distraction. Vince was looking in every direction but ours, trying to be discreet.


  “Explain. Please.” Marcus snapped off the words.


  I bristled at his tone, and thought of several things to say, no one of which made any more sense than all the personal shit that had been keeping me away from just about everyone the past few months. In the meantime, Marcus’s dark eyes surveyed my hopeless appearance, and one lifted brow reduced me suddenly to the status of carnival flea. I’d never seen him this angry, at least not toward me. I tried to swallow, but my mouth was dry. My head hurt. My legs had begun to shake.


  “You know…” I mumbled, drawing a circle on the dirty floor with a sneakered toe. “You and Barbara … you’ve been busy.”


  He was silent for a long moment, just staring at me. Vince interrupted then. “We’ve got to go, Marc. There are things to be taken care of, people to see.” Marcus nodded and turned from me.


  “Tell me what’s going on, first,” I insisted, drawing him back with a hand on his sleeve.


  The scar beneath his eye seemed to grow by several centimeters. “Tark’s gone,” he said. His chin went up in the haughty, emperorlike manner that Marcus does so well. I’d learned that he does it only under attack, or when he’s hurt.


  “What are you talking about?” I said. “Tark’s the one who told me you were here.”


  Marcus Andrelli, emperor of just about anything he chose to survey this side of the Hudson, bestowed upon me a look that told me I had somehow become the enemy. “You’ve heard from Tark?”


  “Just a little while ago, it’s why I came down—”


  “Where is he?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “You don’t know.” He bit off each word distastefully. “No! I don’t. He just hung up, he didn’t tell me—”


  He wheeled back abruptly to Vince. “Let’s get out of here.” They barreled through the grimy glass doors to the street, and I hurried after them, bewildered. The doors nearly slammed in my face. Outside, we were trampled by the fourth estate—a legalized mob that should probably, someday, be thrown en masse into the clink. I knew most of its members as co-workers from the Herald, and recognized the others—the cadre of stringers and photographers that always turns up when anything more interesting than a heat wave comes down. I heard groans coming my way and knew it was because they figured I’d scooped them, and Nicky Ludgett, from the crime desk, pulled me aside while the others were converging on Marcus and Vince.


  “What’s the skinny, Jess? Did he do it? Did they charge him with first? Did you already call it in? What would Andrelli kill his bimbo attorney for, anyway—”


  I cut him off. For one thing, I can’t stand people who use terms like skinny and bimbo and think they’re cool. I also didn’t like Nicky’s wet, fat palm on my arm. “I don’t know anything yet,” I snarled.


  He gave me a cynical look. “C’mon.”


  “Buzz off.” I looked for Marcus, tried to catch his eye. He avoided me and motioned to Vince, pointing to the curb. His limo was there, and they headed in that direction. I did too, fending off the locusts with an elbow. But I didn’t make it in time. That door, too, slammed in my face, and Marcus was gone … the black, opaque windows forming a barrier as impenetrable as any fourteenth-century moat. The limo purred into action, the wheels turned, the rear end presented itself, like a mare in season. There may have been a cloud of dust as it galloped away—but certainly no “Hi-oh, Silver.”


  Shit, I thought, with my heart somewhere around my knees. So much for loyalty and absolute trust.


  Chapter Three


  I ignored the snickers and renewed assaults from my fellow scribes, and tried not to think about how I’d look on WOKR News that night. I hadn’t even seen the minicams before; there went five minutes of the promised fifteen of celebrity status everyone gets per life, and I’d muffed it by forgetting to powder my nose.


  I trudged back into the Public Safety Building. It seemed like it might be a good idea to talk to Grady North in Homicide, see what the hell was going on. Halfway through the chaos of bums in the immense old reception area, however, I was waylaid by an iron grip on my arm.


  “Jesse? Jesse, it’s me, Howard.”


  I turned and looked into eyes that were flat and pale, watery from years of fermented rye.


  “Howard, good to see you,” I said as he gripped my hand. His was all cracked leather and long dirty nails, and I stiffened myself to give him a return grip and a smile. I leaned back, though, when he opened his mouth to speak again and a rotten odor drifted my way. It was so thick I feared for a moment it might enter my body, like a dying soul.


  “What’s up, Howard?”


  “Some bum got hisself knocked off over on the square,” he rasped, giving a phlegm-filled cough that got me square on the mouth. I lifted a hand to wipe the spittle away, but he grasped that one too. I tried to breathe only through my nose, keeping my lips locked, but it was hard to do that and talk at the same time. I tried to tell myself that nuns and priests had been ministering to the unfortunate for centuries without getting their diseases. How that related to me I didn’t know.


  “Howard, bums are dying all the time. Why’s the P.D. making a fuss over this one?”


  Howard flinched as I spoke, and moved back a pace. He waved an offended hand in front of his wrinkled face. “Jeeesh, you stink, Jesse. You been hittin’ the sauce again?” I sighed. What a gift—t’see ourselves as others see us. I was getting all sorts of lessons in humility this day. “Never mind that, Howard. Just tell me, what’s all the hiss about here?”


  He shook his head, his eyes going from flat to fanatic and back again as his mind wandered among the spheres. “This’s a big one, Jesse. Somebody Important, maybe.” His fingernails scrabbled at my arm. “Jesse, remember how you helped us last Christmas, gettin’ the shelter and soup kitchen opened up again down here?”


  “I didn’t do anything, Howard. Just wrote a few pieces, got the right people together.” I managed to get one hand loose and rubbed at the spit on my mouth with my thumb.


  “Maybe you could do somethin’ like that again?” he said uncertainly. “There’s somethin’ weird goin’ on down here.” His eyes began to drift again, and he pulled them back with obvious effort, squinting. “It’s the kids,” he said.


  “What do you mean, Howard?”


  “I mean where do they go?” His voice began to rise angrily, and he started to shake. “That’s what I said, isn’t it? I said it clear enough. WHERE DO THEY GO?”


  He was shouting, and one of the cops got up from a desk where he was questioning a woman in red sequined shorts and little else. He ambled over with a reluctant air. “Trouble here?”


  I shook my head, but Howard was on a roll.


  “Nobody cares anymore!” he yelled. “When I was teachin’, things were different. WE DIDN’T THROW KIDS AWAY!”


  The cop grabbed Howard by the arm and led him over to a chair near his desk. Howard caved in suddenly, folding into the chair, and buried his face in his leathery old hands. “Oh, God,” he said. “God, oh God!” I knelt beside him.


  “It’s okay, Howard.” I touched his arm and then his head. His long gray hair was crusty, and probably loaded with lice. I drew my fingers away. “What can I do?”


  He didn’t respond. The sobbing continued, and my presence didn’t seem to help. After a few minutes, I nodded to the cop—who was keeping one eye out, the other hotly focused on the woman in the red sequined shorts—and left Howard there.


  I figured Howard to be in his fifties, although he looked seventy. His body was long and probably once slender, but he had a belly now that would look prosperous on a businessman. On him, as on many of the undernourished, the flatulence was more likely to be caused both by hunger and intestinal worms. Howard had been a high school math teacher, but he’d burned out years ago. I didn’t know why—he never told me any more than that. Now he spent his days in Dwight Square, drawing up lesson plans on brown grocery bags and scoring quarters from the successful business people who passed that way on their lunch hours.


  Howard was a prime example of meeting the same people on the way up as you meet on the way down. How many of those business people would one day end up in Dwight or Union or Washington Squares somewhere in the world, muttering over quarterly reports or stock market quotes on brown paper bags? With luck, the way the economy was going, maybe only ten percent.


  I made it to the stairs this time and headed up, stopping at a moldy green rest room on the third floor to wash my face and run a comb through snarly hair—a victim of all the humidity. The comb snagged, and the pain that creaked through my head when my scalp was pulled reminded me of matters best forgot. For the second time that day my face stared gloomily back at me, too wise for thirty-one, too sharp and cynical for any age. Other than that, it wasn’t a bad face. Dark green eyes set off by thick shoulder-length brown curls, high cheekbones, a big enough mouth. A little puffiness and bruising from the morning’s adventure, but hard otherwise, hard and crafty and uncompromising.


  I bearded Grady North at his desk in Homicide, and I could tell he knew what I wanted when he saw me coming. He frowned and swiveled his chair the other way.


  “Hi,” I said, sliding into the metal straight-back next to his desk.


  He didn’t turn around. “I don’t suppose you’re here for a weather report.’


  “Hot,” I said. “Hot as Hades, everywhere I go.”


  “You didn’t need to tell me that.” He picked up the phone and punched three digits. “Skelley? North here. You get the autopsy report on that bum from Dwight Square yet?” I waited patiently, a long five minutes, knowing the game. He was pissed. It was in every muscle of his taut body, every intonation of his voice.


  When he finally hung up, I said, “Hey, why don’t you come over for dinner tonight?”


  He fiddled with some files. “Busy. Your mobster friend has given me a full plate, thanks very much.”


  “Marcus?” I pretended innocence, to see what he’d say. “And don’t give me that innocent crap.” He swiveled back and looked at me then, drawing sandy brows together over deepset hazel eyes. “You look like hell. Rough night?” I shrugged. “What’s happening? What’d Marcus do?”


  “As if you didn’t know. He and his attorney apparently had a parting of the ways. He offed her on his own boat.”


  “Barbara Sloan, you mean?”


  “The one and only.”


  “She was shot on Andrelli’s yacht—the SeaStar?”


  “Last night. At the marina. Pretty stupid, but it was only a matter of time. Andrelli’s too damned cocky for his own good. Thinks he runs this town and can do anything in it. I’m here to tell him he can’t.”


  “I thought … the gossip around town is that he and Baby Ca—that he and Babs had something hot going. What makes you think he killed her?”


  Grady sighed. He leaned back and propped a nicely polished brown shoe on his desk. Since he’d made Detective First, he was dressing better all the time. “You can tell Andrelli it’s a waste of time, sending you here. Might as well send any one of his hoods as you.”


  “You know I don’t take orders from Andrelli.”


  “You don’t have to. The two of you work in synchronization, like twins.”


  Sure. Remembering the doors slammed in my face in the last thirty minutes, I felt more like the middle child, forgotten and insecure.


  But the thing about loyalty, for me anyway, is that it’s hard to shake. “He didn’t do it,” I said. “He
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