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      I am not sure when it happened, exactly, at what page in this stunning gathering. But while devouring these stories, I was transported back to the June day in 1988 that I spent with Koko Taylor.

      It was a revelation. She was then, and remains, thank God, the undisputed Queen of the Blues. But visiting her at her South Side home told me immediately and for keeps that there is no other segment of the entertainment world in which stardom is mirrored less glitteringly than it is in the real life of a blues star. The things one might normally associates with stardom—a fancy house, minions for various chores—were absent from Taylor’s life.

      It was 10 a.m. and she had chores to do: “Usually I’m up by six. Look at this. I haven’t even washed the dishes. I haven’t even made the beds.” In the den, in a red shirt and even redder suspenders, was Pop, Taylor’s husband, whose real name was Richard. Koko’s real name is Cora. “Momma,” Pop said to his wife. “You forget to bring me my coffee?”

      The Taylors lived in a pleasant house, an ordinary Chicago bungalow not much different from the others along a tree-shaded block in Gresham. They had lived there since 1967. It was a bust and crowded house, filled with mementos. The most serene room in the house was Koko’s bedroom, done completely in shades of blue.

      “And a bed that’s a mess,” said Koko. “But you wanted the real Koko.”

      “Real” is, of course, an elusive word. But so to these days is “blues.”

      And old blues man once told me, “You’ve got to know the blues to play the blues.”

      But do you have to know the blues to write the blues?

      All of the writers in this collection have been inspired by that word/music, and by meanings that have nothing to do with music, such as cops, depression, Code Blue or even the Blue Line. They have crafted tales that are as dark as an Austin alley at 4 a.m., and often as ominous. There is danger and death on the following pages but so to is there a kind of life. You can feel the pulse of Chicago on these pages.

      It is something you will feel is real, even if you have never felt the urge to steal or harm or kill. These are crime stories and the nature of the crimes is as complex and compelling as a strand of DNA. In the shadow of the blues (whatever your definition), the lines between good and bad, right and wrong, life and death can blur. These stories explore the demons and dangers that lurk in those shadows.

      Some of these stories take you into neighborhoods where you’ve never been, some to times long gone. One of them—again I can’t remember which; how miraculous—took me back decades to Theresa Needham. I was watching her cry. She had once operated one of the city’s most famous blues clubs, simply Theresa’s. But she had been forced out of one spot, then another and another and at the time appeared to be out of the scene for good.

      “They don’t ever call me anymore,” she said of the performers whose careers she helped jump-start. Her apartment was teeming with cats. “None of them call.”

      She would die in 1992, by which time the blues was big business in Chicago and some people had a hard time remembering that the music was born not in a Grant Park festival or a North Side club. Its roots are ever in the smoky, ramshackle South and West Side bars and, further back, Memphis and the Mississippi Delta.

      For many of us of a certain advancing age, who first heard the blues in places such as Theresa’s or the original Checkerboard Lounge, on a Maxwell Street sidewalk or in a place that had no name, the music seems milder now, the crowds a little more chic. Such has been the price of increased popularity. This is good for the performers. After years of playing, as one of them once told me, “for nothing more than bus fare,” they are getting the dough they deserve as the blues has finally made its economic migration.

      But when you read these stories you will not think about legacy or loss. You will think about life. There is, as in the best blues, something raw and wrenching about words effectively strung together; hard-hitting and passionate in execution, but disciplined in form. There are no holds barred in these pages.

      At the end of that long-ago day I spent with Koko Taylor, we were outside behind the Norris Center at Northwestern University. It was night. Big Daddy Kinsey and his band were on stage; behind it, on a folding chair, sat Koko.

      “Something magic happens when I get to a club or get on stage,” she said. “The crowd, the musicians…Even if I’m in a bad mood, I gotta smile and that gets me in a better mood. I put everything behind me when I perform. My problems don’t belong to my fans. I don’t put a burden on my audience. I give them 100 percent of my energy. I get tired, sure I get tired. Some days I’m sick, don’t feel like getting on stage. Some days there are bills coming that I don’t want to see. But I never bring that onto stage with me. That’s not for my fans. I don’t want them to know that the sun don’t shine around here everyday.”

      The sun don’t shine much on the following pages, but the effect, the literary show, is magic.

      
        
        Rick Kogan
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      I have a Proustian association to the Blues. Somewhere, someplace, a memory of the Blues must have seeded itself in my psyche, making me feel safe and secure and whole. When I hear the twang of a wailing guitar, the funky blues beat, or a harmonica riff, I feel like I’m home. I’m where I’m supposed to be.

      Strange, given that the Blues are largely about loss and despair.

      I first experienced this petite madeleine soon after I moved to Chicago and discovered there’s no better place in the world to hear the Blues. Whether it’s Legends, Rosa’s, Kingston Mines, BLUES, or even Bill’s in Evanston, you know from the instant you hear that first chord that you’re in for a ride. But it’s a sobering one—you’re listening to people tell you about the lover who did them wrong, trouble on the job, dreams that will never come true. In that sense, the Blues are the Noir of music. You know you’re on a journey to a bitter end, but you don’t want to stop.

      Which is why, when Bleak House offered me the opportunity to edit a crime fiction anthology set in Chicago, I knew instantly it would be Chicago Blues. Brazen, urgent, unrepentant, and passionate, Chicago is the perfect backdrop to blend the noir of the Blues with the noir of crime fiction. The city’s dark heritage is more than a cliché—it’s a dramatic representation of the competing forces that define urban culture: good vs. bad, light vs. dark, crime vs. punishment. And when those forces are paired to the minor chords and sevenths of the Blues, the result is a match made in heaven with voices that come from hell.

      Some of the twenty-one dark, edgy stories in Chicago Blues are about people who sing the Blues. Some are about people who have the Blues, and some are about people who wear the Blues. All of them are written by crime fiction authors whose Muses lurk in dark alleys, Lake Michigan, Lower Wacker, Lincoln Park, the “L,” the South Side, even Wrigley Field.

      But let them tell you in their own words.

      
        
        Libby Fischer Hellmann

        Editor
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          BY STUART M. KAMINSKY

        

      

    

    
      I was sitting in The Blue Note Lounge on Clark Street, just down the street from the Clark Theater. The Clark was the only place in town that had a new double feature every night, sometimes three features.  I spent a lot of time in the dark at the Clark Theater usually waiting for The Blue Note to open.

      Maybe it was 1955 or 1957. I know it was winter. I was twenty-four or twenty-six.  One of those. I may not remember the year but I remember that night when I heard Count Basie and Joe Williams and Sonny Payne going wild for a fifteen minute drum solo.

      My name?  Pitch Noles. Behind the name was another, the one I was born with, Mitchell Nolowitz.  I made my living gambling, but not your ordinary gambling.

      I can hear the Count at his piano, lazily running his chubby, delicate fingers over the keys in that tiny, dark room.  And that’s Joe Williams inside my head belting a baritone, “Oh well. Oh well. Oh well.”  Keeping it up.  “Oh well. Oh well. Oh well. Oh well.”

      Audience, most of them white, a few of them black, me in the middle with a Jewish father fight promoter and a beautiful black mother with a voice that could bring tears. They hadn’t lived together since I was fourteen, but Izzy would call her every once in a while just to hear that voice.

      Mae would be coming by later.  She would touch my face and be waved up on the low platform by the Count and she would sing.  She would turn any song into the blues. She did a “Don’t Sit Under the Apple Tree” low tempo, deep voice, melancholy voice.  Everyone went silent when Mae sang, everybody.  Even Joe Williams closed his eyes and smiled when Mae sang.  She wasn’t Billie, Dinah, Ella or Sarah. She was Mae. She would be coming.

      But now Joe was doing the singing, Every Day I Have The Blues, and Mae hadn’t made her appearance.  People were moving their shoulders, dreamy or smiling, maybe both.  Sonny Payne was drenched with sweat, his head turned at an angle as if listening to the now almost silent rapping of his own sticks against the taut skin. The blue light of the room quivered with wisps of smoke. I was at home.

      I nursed a beer and wondered, with my genes, why I could appreciate music but couldn’t carry a tune.

      Then Terrance ‘Dusk’ Oliver sat down and placed a thin book on the table, face down. He was compact, black, dressed in a $300 blue suit, a white shirt, and a red and blue silk paisley tie. He folded his hands on the table so I could clearly see his heavy silver skull-faced ring.  I glanced at him. Dusk Oliver didn’t look at me.  His eyes were on Joe, but his soul, if he had one, which many doubted, was somewhere else.

      When Joe finished and the Count decided on a break,

      I looked toward the entrance over the heads of the people seated at the tiny round tables.

      “She’s delayed,” said Dusk, his voice high, but don’t let that fool you.

      I looked at him slow, cool, blue in the Blue Note because Dusk Oliver was not a man to be questioned if you wanted to go through the rest of your life with both your ears and all your fingers.

      “She’ll be in in...,” he looked at his watch. “Two minutes.”

      Terrance’s face was round, unblemished, hair cut short, eyes tiny and dark.  I wondered, as I had before, what he did for fun.  I knew he had studied philosophy and literature at Howard University.  He was one of the few people who had turned philosophy and poetry into a practical business asset.

      “We sit,” he said, “here in the Blue Note at the epicenter of delusion in the middle of the 20th Century.”

      Dusk Oliver was always giving out epigrams and books he had read in the hope of finding someone with whom he could talk as an equal.  This was a difficult quest since he did not move in the circles of the highly literate and curious.  I, with two years at Wright Junior College, was about the best he could do.

      A drink appeared in front of him.  It dervished with little bubbles.  Terrance looked at it and bit his lower lip.

      “You know who James Mason is?” he asked.

      “The actor, English,” I said not looking at the door but joining Terrance in his fascination with the glass of ginger ale.

      “I’d like to meet him.  That voice.  I’d like to meet him.  My bet is he read the fucking Marble Faun.”

      I nodded again.  The possibility of James Mason having read Nathaniel Hawthorne opened no new areas of conversation for me.

      “You see that movie where he slammed the piano cover down on that skinny blonde’s fingers because she couldn’t get the song right?”

      There was a point to all this. I wasn’t sure what it was and I didn’t like what it might be.

      “Saw it at The Clark,” I said.  “The Seventh Veil.”

      Dusk Oliver unclasped his fingers and pushed the book he had placed on the table toward me.

      “The Fountainhead,” he said.  “Read it.”

      It was said softly, but it was an order.  I took the book. It was hard to believe this educated numbers racketeer and supplier of street drugs with little patience for those who owed him money or homage had come to the Blue Note to give me a book.

      There was a flurry near the door.  Mae appeared.  I knew it had been two minutes.  I didn’t have to look at my watch. If Dusk Oliver said my mother was coming through the door in two minutes, you didn’t have to check your watch.

      She nodded to a few people, wended her way through the tightly packed tables. She was wearing a black dress and something tight and glittery around her slim brown neck.  She was a beauty.  No doubt.  She came to my table, touched my cheek and looked briefly into my eyes with eyes like my own.  She didn’t look at Dusk. There was something soulful in her smile that said all was not well in the smoke-filled demi-darkness.

      She turned and made her way around the small, low stage and through a dark curtain to the left.

      “Beautiful lady,” said Dusk.

      I nodded again.  Maybe I would spend the night nodding until Terrance decided to ask me a question or simply disappeared.

      “She owes me,” he said inching toward the point and leaning toward me.  “She is beautiful, misbegotten, a wisp, a waif, Cleopatra, a waft of gardenia freshness when she enters a room.  Mae is a piece of work.”

      This time he paused and looked at me for a response.

      “A piece of work,” I agreed.

      “Elegant.”

      “Elegant.”

      “Somewhere about six in the morning, that elegance will be marred by a missing finger,” he said.

      There was no sign or sympathy and I knew better than to look for one.

      “Unless...,” he went on.

      “Unless?”

      He looked at his watch again and said,

      “You go to a house in Hyde Park with ten thousand dollars of my money and sit in on a poker game.  You walk out of that poker game with a minimum of forty-thousand dollars by five in the morning.  You get in a car that will be waiting, hand the driver the money and get a ride back home or wherever you want to go with half of everything you make over the forty thousand.”

      “And...?” I asked.

      “Mae’s debt is repaid,” Terrance said.

      It wasn’t a request or a proposition.  I was going to that game.  Terrance was counting on my reputation.  I was the Prince of the Tell, the Duke of the Giveaway.  Some of it was conscious. Some of it was intuition that came from observation, a lot of it from my father.  Once I picked twenty-three straight boxing matches correctly, both under and overcards.  I missed twenty-four because the guy I had picked suddenly got a pain in his stomach, doubled over and took a desperation left uppercut that broke his jaw.

      I never bet more than a few hundred dollars on a fight and I never won more than a few thousand max at a poker table.  I stayed below the lights.  I liked Chicago day or night.  I haunted the Brookfield and Lincoln Park zoos communing with the gorillas and chimps.  One in a while, I spent a night in a poker game with out-of-towners who saw a kid with a smile and more than ordinary luck.  It had little to do with luck. Sometimes, much of the time, it had nothing to do with luck.  When I wasn’t going to Marigold or Soldier Field or the Coliseum for a fight night or sitting in a hotel room or the back room of a bar on Elston or Division, I hit the Blues bars.

      “When?” I asked.

      “When Mae finishes,” Dusk said.

      Basie and the small traveling band came out one at a time and took their places.  The audience kept talking.

      Joe Williams didn’t appear.  The band settled itself and Mae entered, serious, beautiful, dark and smokey.  She looked down, moistened her lips.  The crowd went quiet.

      She looked at me.  I knew what she wanted.  I couldn’t turn her down.  I couldn’t refuse Dusk Oliver.

      We listened to my mother sing You Don’t Know What Love Is, St. Louis Blues, Blues for a Lonesome Child and more. I had the feeling that she didn’t want the set to end.

      Neither did the audience.  Shaharazade in black and glitter putting off the inevitable.

      Finally, she stopped and bowed.  The audience went well beyond polite.  The Count clapped his pudgy fingers and Mae came out for another bow, but no encore.

      It was up to me.

      “Let’s go,” Oliver said.

      I sat with him in the back seat of a black Chrysler.  The driver was alone in the front.  I recognized him, Kelly “Two Punch” Jones, heavyweight, great black hope who started by being the man who could put away almost any man with two punches to the man who could be put away by almost anyone with two punches. He never developed even a three punch combination. He went downhill fast.  That was pros. Now he had another profession and Two-Punch was not to be trifled with by civilians.

      Dusk took a bundle of bills out of the pocket of his chestnut camel’s hair coat, peeled off some of them, tucked them in my jacket pocket and handed me the rest.

      “Put them away,” he said.  “Leave the book in the car.”

      I put The Fountainhead down.

      We drove down Lake Shore Drive. The night was winter cold. Ankle high mounds of dirty snow ran along the curbing.  Late night traffic was light, the windows were closed, Lake Michigan was quiet.

      “Three players,” Dusk said.  “They think you’re my nephew.”

      The family resemblance would best not be questioned.

      “You don’t know any of them.  They don’t know you.

      You walk up to the door by yourself, knock.  Don’t give your real name.  No reason to.  The players?  Tall, skinny Negro pushing seventy years is Wallace Livingstone. Dapper. He’s Elder. Some kind of doctor from Detroit.  Been around Wheel City tables longer than double your life. First time in Chicago in twenty years or something.  Second guy is younger, maybe fifty, white, bad skin, bad breathe, thin hair brushed over.  Name is Dunwoody. Nervous little guy. He plays with cash belonging to a New Orleans trucking union local of which he is both treasurer and recording secretary.  And that brings us to The Russian. I don’t like the guy. He fucking smirks.”

      Dusk paused as Two-Punch made the turn at 53rd and headed west.

      “The Russian’s no Russian,” said Dusk.  “He’s a Hungarian or something. Maybe not even that. Who cares where he came from. All three of them conned me into a game on Monday and took me for twenty thousand dollars and change. It was rigged. I want it back.”

      He paused waiting for an answer to a question that hadn’t been asked.

      “With interest,” I said.

      “You know what Ernie Banks said?  The only way to prove you’re a good sport is to lose.  I’m not a good sport.”

      I could see Dusk Oliver nod in minimal satisfaction as passing street lights flickered across his face.

      “House belongs to a former alderman with bad habits. He gets one percent from every pot and makes himself invisible. The man with the gun who’ll open the door for you is a cop. I don’t know his name.  Don’t care.  He’s there to keep out the unwelcome.”

      He sat back and said, “ You’ll like the book. We’ll talk about it. We’ll pick up some Jew hot dogs at Fluky’s and talk about it.”

      Woodlawn south of 53rd was a line of stone and brick two and three story houses. Inside the houses dwelt the dwindling ranks of Hyde Park's old wealthy and the latest wave of University of Chicago administrators and better paid professors. The wealthy and the educated locked their doors to keep out the poor and the uneducated Negro kids who lived five minutes away across the snow-covered Midway in Woodlawn to the South and the huddled ghetto of Kenwood to the North.

      The whites and a few blacks who bolted the doors at night on Woodlawn Avenue honestly proclaimed their oneness with their banished low class neighbors.  That didn’t stop the comfortable but wary of Hyde Park from closing those doors.

      Two Punch pulled up in front of a three-story white stone house on the right. There were no lights in the first floor windows.  There was a light behind pulled drapes on the second floor.

      Dusk reached past me and opened the door for me to get out.

      “Two Punch will be back out here before five. Think about Mae’s future, but don’t let it get in the way of your play.  I want what’s due me kid.”

      I got out.

      Before he closed the door, Dusk added,

      “Just imagine James Mason’s voice telling you to be calm and concentrate and you’ll be fine.”

      The door closed. The car pulled away and I spent no more than two seconds wondering how James Mason’s voice was going to help me.

      I patted the bills in my jacket pocket and the back-up stack in my other pocket.  Then I stepped over a knee-high pile of black snow, stepped in front of the door and used the heavy knocker.

      A shadow flickered across the small glass peep hole.

      The door was opened by the cop in slacks and a jacket with a tie that didn’t come near matching anything either he or I was wearing. The tie was knotted clumsily to the left.  It didn’t matter. What did matter was his jacket open enough to make his holstered gun clear.

      He led me up a wooden stairway that creaked and, in one or two places, sagged.  He didn’t ask my name.

      The cop with the gun opened a door, let me step in and then closed the door and stayed outside.

      Handshakes and introductions all around.  The thin, old doctor introduced as Elder, the jumpy New Orleans union fund thief  Dunwoody and Serge, the Russian.  I smiled. The doctor examined my face.  The thief wanted to get started.  The Russian, who wasn’t a Russian, cocked his head to one side slightly to examine me. The Russian was about forty-five, lots of neatly brushed hair with gray sideburns and a salt-and-pepper neatly trimmed beard.

      An antique sideboard against the wall held a variety of alcoholic drinks and sandwiches.  I was hungry and dry.  I took a Goebel Beer, used an opener, put two sandwiches of something that smelled like ham on a plate and took my seat at the table.

      The other three, Wallace Livingtone the Elder on my left, Dunwoody on my right, and Serge the Russian across from me.  I took my small stack of cash from my jacket with one hand and worked on a sandwich with the other. The Elder took my cash and expertly measured out five thousand in chips of red, white and blue.

      The game was five-card stud. Period.  One card dealt down and one card turned over for the first bet or fold.

      Then three more cards, betting on each card.

      I started reading the table before the first card was dealt.

      The Elder knew his tell.  I could see it from the way he stayed erect, not blinking, hands as steady as he could hold them, but they threatened to betray him when the ante went in.  The Russian was up for the deal.  The Elder was struggling to keep away a tiny tremor. I wasn’t sure what it meant.  Dunwoody and the Russian hadn’t paid any attention.

      The Russian didn’t say much, but what he did say was open for a tell.  Sometimes he dropped his t’s.  Sometimes he didn’t. Sometimes he pronounced his o’s as u’s.  ‘Long’ became ‘lung.’  His knowing smile was frozen, less knowing than a truly confident smirk.

      The hardest one to read before that first card was dealt was Dunwoody.  He kept talking, kept moving his hands, fidgeting, more moves than a third base coach.  He didn’t have a tell.  He had dozens of them.

      And then the cards came.  We didn’t start till almost one in the morning.  Four hours wasn’t much time.

      I started by checking, folding or staying in only when I had a pair.  I bet into players knowing I would lose just to see what they would give away when they were sure to pretty certain they were going to win.  Dunwoody always reached eagerly to look at his hole card.  Then he would put the card down and tap it.  The Elder held the hole card for no more than an instant, not even lifting it from the table, just peeling it back enough for a glimpse.  The Russian held his card in front of his eyes, touched his nose, smiled, turned his card in a circle and placed it face down on the table.

      By the time I was down by almost four thousand dollars, I could see how they were trying to hide every read.  The tells took a while to spot. All three of them were good.  I wasn’t about to make any mistakes.  I couldn’t afford to. The clock was ticking toward Mae’s fingers.

      By the time it was almost three-thirty I had a good idea of what kinds of hands each man played, how and when they bluffed.  That left only luck of the draw, but even that could be overcome with smart bluffing.

      The problem was that it can take time to wear down a player you could read who was drawing lucky and betting recklessly.

      Dunwoody sometimes bet with no chance of winning on the table.  The Elder came in hard when he had something but came in just as hard about one hand in six when he had nothing.  Sometimes he did it twice in a row.  Sometimes he didn’t do it for a dozen bad hands.

      The Russian always bet to kill.

      I was down to four hundred of the five thousand I’d put on the table when I pulled out the back-up stack of five thousand at four-thirty.

      I knew now that when he had something, the Elder let his hands rest lightly on the table, so lightly that they were almost not touching.  When he had nothing, the hands came down just a touch heavier, maybe the width of a butterfly wing, but I saw it.

      Dunwoody was down even more than I was.  It wasn’t his money any more than it was my money at stake.  He had nothing to lose but other peoples’ money and his arms if he got caught.  He didn’t go out till all was hopeless.  If he had a good hand, that was the big tell. He ran his tongue gently along his upper teeth with his mouth almost closed.  It was hard to spot, but it was there.

      The Russian held his chips about half an inch higher when he bet with good cards.

      My father had taught me that everybody has a tell, boxers, betters, bankers, every blind man and Catholic Bishop.  Even if you cover your head and eyes, keep a stone face, keep your hands flat on the table and always count to exactly thirty-two before you bet or folded, something would give you away.

      I started to win.  Slow at first. I would have won less and a lot slower if I didn’t know Dusk Oliver was probably sitting across a table from my mother somewhere with a small but sharp garden pruning shears in his hand. By four-fifteen I was almost fifteen thousand over the stake Dusk had given me.  I passed the deal and gave up position so I wouldn’t be accused of manipulating the cards.

      “Lucky fuckin’...,”  Dunwoody said.

      Larry the Elder shrugged.

      The Russian allowed himself a serviceable frown.

      I was going to make it.  Table rule was you could not quit when you were ahead until the last hand of any hour.

      Then something went wrong. I started to lose and the Russian started to smile and I started to worry. I ate sandwiches.  Nobody else did. I ate an egg salad, a ham salad and two shrimp salads, all on white, no crusts.

      Dunwoody went bust at four-thirty.  The Elder bowed out a few minutes later though he was almost even.  I met the Russian’s eyes and didn’t like what I was seeing.  Confidence.

      I was still five thousand short of Dusk’s demand with twenty minutes till five.

      And then I knew.  The Russian was reading me.  He saw a tell.  I thought mine were covered.  They weren’t.

      Then it got even worse.  The tells the Russian had been flashing for almost three hours disappeared.  He had played me, probably the way he had played Dusk.

      I lost four more hands going over my movements, finding nothing.  Dunwoody and the Elder watched with interest.  I was sure I hadn’t been doing something I’d done before.

      Then I got it.  Big pot.  Figured it out.  Asked myself the question.  Why did he wait so long to nail me?  Answer: I was doing something now I hadn’t done earlier in the game.

      “Bet two thousand,” the Russian said.

      He had a Jack in the hole and a pair of Jacks.  I had a pair of fours.  It was almost five o’clock.  Two Punch was parked in front of the house.  The Fountainhead was lying on the back seat. In an hour Mae would lose a finger.  She wouldn’t scream, would let herself make a sound, not Mae.  It wouldn’t kill her but she would never be the same.

      My right eye stung.

      I didn’t reach up to wipe perspiration away.

      That’s what was telling the Russian all he needed to know.

      I bet a bad hand.  He raised me.

      It was a few minutes to five.  I went to the drink table for a last sandwich and came back. I wasn’t hungry but I ate.

      I looked at my watch and the Russian said,

      “You half somewhere to go to?”

      “Yes,” I said. “To see my mother.”

      “At this hour?” asked the Russian.

      “She works nights.”

      The cards were dealt. I had a nine in the hole. I bet it. The Russian raised. I stayed with him. He turned two spades, one a queen, one a king and then a third spade.  I turned a second nine to match the hole nine I’d been dealt.

      “Last hand?” the Russian asked.

      “Looks that way,” I said.

      “Make this interestin’ perhaps?”

      I wiped my upper lip with the back of my hand and said,

      “Why not?”

      “How much you wanting to bet?”

      “Ten thousand,” I said.

      Dunwoody paused, a glass of watery Scotch almost to his lips.  The Elder shook his head at the folly of the much younger generation.

      “Ten thousand,” the Russian agreed stacking his chips in the center of the table.

      “Cash?” I asked.

      The Russian opened his palms to show he was a sporting man. I put in ten thousand dollars and the last card was turned over.

      “Two nines,” said the Russian showing his hole card.

      “Two tens,” I said showing mine.

      I’ll give the Russian this.  He didn’t break.  I was sure he didn’t understand, not yet.  I had let him read my last tell, but it had been a sham. When I was getting my sandwich, I had palmed a small chunk of ice and brought it to the table in my palm.  When the last game started, I touched my upper lip.  It was moist when I had made my final bet.  The Russian meanwhile, overconfident, had inadvertently touched his thumb to his finger.

      I pushed all the chips toward The Elder who was the banker.

      I didn’t meet anyone’s eyes.  I half expected the door to open and the cop with the badly knotted tie to come in and say I wasn’t leaving. Or maybe the Russian was going to reach into his jacket and come up with a sharp or explosive surprise.

      But nothing happened.  The Elder counted his remaining chips and handed me the cash. Dunwoody looked at the draped window and shook his head.  The Russian waited for me to look up and nodded at me.

      I forced myself to calmly gather and fold the bills before I said my goodnights, thanked them all and escaped.

      The car was waiting.  It was ten minutes after five.

      I got in seat next to Two Punch and handed him the money.  He turned on the dashboard light and slowly counted.

      “Forty thousand, six hundred and ten,” he said looking at me.

      “If you say so,” I agreed.  “Let’s go.”

      We got to Dusk Oliver’s current headquarters, the Rib Emporium on 82nd Street at ten minutes to six.  The sweet smell of barbecue sauce made me wish I hadn’t eaten all those sandwiches.  The place was dark. Two Punch had a key.  I followed him in trying not to stumble in the dark as we went through a door in the rear of the restaurant.

      Dusk was seated at a table in the small kitchen, an iced tea clinking in front of him.  Two Punch handed him the money.  Dusk stacked it neatly in front of him.

      “It’s a good feeling to get back at those who cheat you,” he said.

      I nodded.

      No one had cheated Dusk Oliver, not the Elder, not Dunwoody, not the Russian.  No one had cheated at the table for the four hours I had played. I had seen Dusk play poker. The Russian in an all night game could have taken Dusk without cheating. No contest. Dusk’s high opinion of his skill was not merited.

      I said nothing.

      He pushed a pile of bills in my direction.  I took them.

      “You think I’d really cut off one of Mae’s fingers?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Yes,” he said. “You’re right. I would have.  Consider her debts canceled.”

      I knew Mae’s debts would start up again in a day or two. Not owing money to a dealer didn’t get you to suddenly quit taking. If anything, it gave the taker a breather and the feeling he or she could start over, that they had bought time.  Dusk Oliver was a lousy poker player but a smart drug dealer. He understood.

      “Don’t forget the book,” he said.

      “I won’t.”

      “Two Punch has a big bucket of ribs and chicken for you.  Julius doesn’t sell day-old.”

      “Is it Christmas?” I asked.

      “Don’t be a smart ass. You look into the mouth of a gift horse and you’re liable to get your dick bitten off.”

      The metaphor was mixed but it could turn into a reality if I didn’t shut up.

      “We’ll do more business now,” he said.

      Nothing to say.

      The Blue Note was closed for the morning. The sun was coming out. Two Punch dropped me at Stella’s on Diversey Avenue just off of Western.  I recognized all four of the musicians playing. Three were black, one was a redheaded white kid with a cigarette dangling from the side of his mouth and burning his eyes.  The redheaded kid was a music student at Northwestern. He was coaxing the guitar on his lap. They were playing Blue and Sentimental.

      Five people, all male except for my mother, were seated on folding chairs listening, smoking, wandering into a back room to take something for the edge, something to bring on the dreams and hold back the nightmares.  I laid out my tribute, a bucket of chicken.

      Mae’s legs were crossed.  She looked up at me.  I nodded.  She understood.  Her fingers were safe for a while. Why didn’t she look tired?  Bored maybe, but not tired.  I sat next to her and listened to the music.  She touched my hand.

      “Thanks,” she said.

      And then the song stopped and without being told or invited, Mae walked forward and started to sing.  I had never figured it out.  I wasn’t a musician.  If there was a tell, I never spotted it.  Musicians like my mother and the Count didn’t need words.  They knew what to play, what to sing.  Two notes, just two notes from Mae, were enough for the musicians to start.

      “I’ll never smile again,” Mae sang, almost just spoke looking at her hands.

      Then she looked at me and the sad voice of my mother sang, “until I smile at you.”

      I felt rather than saw someone sit in the chair Mae had vacated.  I didn’t look but I sensed and then was sure.

      “She is good,” the Russian whispered.

      “She’s the best,” I answered.

      “Dunwoody knew someone who knew where I’d find you. He knew who you were when you sat down at the table with us.”

      Nothing to say, at least not on my part.

      “You gave it all to Oliver?”

      “All,” I said, which was true though he had given some of it back to me.

      “I couldn’t leave this dark and glorious city without letting you know.”

      “Part of the game,” I said. “Sometimes when it’s over,

      going over the game is the best part.”

      We both looked at and listened to Mae.  Before she started Love for Sale, the Russian stood.

      “Ice on the upper lip,” he said.  “You must have been desperate.”

      “Lady singing is my mother.  Dusk said he was going to be unkind to her at six if I didn’t win.”

      “I know. We knew it when you sat down.”

      “You let me win,” I said.

      It wasn’t a question.

      “Leaving the game ahead of Mr. Oliver seemed like a bad bet,” said the Russian.  “He is obviously a very bad loser. We didn’t know how bad a loser he could be until after we took him for the twenty thousand and people let us know.  Letting him have his money back with a little interest seemed like a good idea.  Letting him think he had taken us seemed like an even better idea. Never again sitting down with him is the best idea of all.”

      The Russian reached over and offered his hand.  I took it.

      “If you’re ever in Dallas, look me up.  Marty O’Brien. Leave a message at the Texas Independence Restaurant.”

      “I will,” said.

      “I look forward to playing you even Steven across the table Pitch Noles.”

      “Me too Marty O’Brien.”

      Then he was gone and I settled back.  I should have been in bed sleeping, but I was young and Mae was singing and this moment would be gone.  I wanted to hold onto it for a while, at least till the sun came up.

      I’d get around to reading The Fountainhead, but not for a while.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            O DEATH WHERE IS THY STING?

          

          BY KEVIN GUILFOILE

        

      

    

    
      You asked what kind of record could be worth killing someone for and if you were smarter you would know the answer is an old blues record. A mythical, pre-war, American blues record. A mythical, pre-war, American blues record by a Mississippi cook named Jimmie Kane Baldwin who had a scar from throat to ear and three fingers on his left hand. You’ve never heard of him and I can’t even prove he existed but I’ve spent some part of every day of the last thirty years thinking about him.

      Is there anyone you think about every day? Besides your mother? Not that my mother ever thought much of me. And all because of a round piece of black wax.

      Nobody ever killed nobody over a damn CD.

      See twenty years ago almost every house had dozens and sometimes hundreds of obsolete vinyl records stacked up in basement rec rooms like fossils in layers of shale. All I had to do was knock on the door and offer to haul them away. If the owner looked savvy sometimes I’d pay a couple bucks—maybe five dollars for a hundred—but most people just wanted them gone. If they were pop or disco albums, or showtunes, I threw those away. But frequently I’d find a minor treasure, which I slid into a plastic sleeve and brought home.

      Collecting isn’t about buying a record that some store clerk’s set out on a rack. Any record somebody else wants you to have isn’t worth having. Collectors are explorers—Balboas and Vasco da Gamas. We’re looking for lost Mayan gold. A record others don’t even know exists. Or, like Ponce de Leon and The Fountain of Youth, a record other collectors don’t believe exists. That was what Jimmie Kane Baldwin represented. Hell, if you had asked me twenty years ago for the odds of finding Jimmie Kane Baldwin’s voice—or guitar—on an actual vinyl record I’d have told you it would be like finding proof of Bigfoot in the middle of a snuff film.

      And Jimmie Kane could play guitar, too. Lordy how they said that three-fingered sonofabitch could play guitar.

      So December, 1987. There’d been some Thanksgiving snow followed by a mild thaw and there were just patches of the stuff around—dirty drifts of rock-hard crystals pushed up to the ends of driveways and curbs. I’d stopped cold-calling on houses and by this time I was relying on tips. I’d given my cable guy an extra fifty and told him if he was ever in a house with records lying around he should call me. This particular week he’d phoned with word of a mother lode. An old lady who had no idea what she was sitting on inside her little Hyde Park apartment. Easy pickings. That Saturday I drove my Subaru down the LSD from Edgewater, parked over by the museum and went to the brick six-flat matching the address.

      The name H. Walker was label-makered next to the buzzer and I rang but she wasn’t there. I hoped she was just at the Jewel around the corner so I walked four blocks to Blues Island Records, which was owned by an arrogant prick named Paul. For a few minutes I looked around the stacks—all of which might have been interesting stuff to a newbie—with Paul following steps behind. He asked if I was out scavenging and I lied and said no, don’t do that anymore, just browsing, and behind the counter he had this black-and-white television tuned to WGN and they were predicting a storm in a couple days. Maybe a foot or more. I thought to myself, good. I could use a snow day. Teenagers were driving me crazy.

      I left the store and walked back to the old lady and her mother lode and this time she was there. I told her I was interested in records and maybe because I was wearing a nice shirt and a teacher’s tie she invited me in. She was seventy or so. Round in the middle with wattle in the neck and fat under the arms. Lonely. Loved to talk. Just had her hair blued. She waved me to one wall of her living room and backed into the kitchen to make some tea.

      Then I turned to the piles of records and tried to make sense of what I saw.

      Thousands of discs lined up across shelves and stacked neatly on one of those ancient console entertainment centers with built-in RCA phonograph and television. Good records. Christ, great ones. Robert Johnson’s Sweet Home Chicago. Early Marion Abernathy. Original Stack O’Lee Blues by the Down Home Boys. Hundreds of rare records, all in excellent condition. I didn’t think undiscovered stashes like this still existed. And I felt for my wallet because I wasn’t sure I had even a hundred bucks on me—this was not a collection that anyone, even a clueless old lady from Hyde Park, would let me walk away with for nothing. This was auction material. Library of Congress stuff.

      I started to wonder how much of it could even fit in my car.

      She came from the kitchen with two cups of hot tea and I wore my poker face, trying not to let her know what she had. I was easing the jackets out with fingers at the corners, adding their value in my head, and the old lady was prattling on about her husband (dead since the seventies) and her son who lives in Mesa, Arizona where the Cubs go each year for spring training.

      I tried to listen, I did.

      It was the best private collection I’d ever seen, even better than mine, and that was before I found it. I found it and it sucked the breath from my lungs, as sure as if you had just punched me in the chest.

      It was in a brown paper sleeve with a hole in the center revealing a plain white and red label with the legendary Cicero Records logo and the famous Cicero motto: Nature herself makes the wise man rich. There was no song title or artist printed on the label, but someone had scribbled across it in pencil—“DEATH NO. 2.” Beneath that word were three initials, “JKB”.

      Now I’d memorized a description of this label and I’d probably seen a half-dozen fakes. Back in the 70s a fellow tried pressing a record of what was supposed to be Jimmie Kane Baldwin’s Death Where Is Thy Sting, but even to the ears of a non-expert it was obviously inauthentic. Too slick. And the screams the counterfeiter added to the track weren’t any more realistic than haunted house sound effects.

      That’s what I said. Screams. Sorry, I didn’t mean to leave that out, but this is the kind of story that gets released in a slow leak. There are just too many whos, whats, wheres, whys, and hows. See, the thing that makes this record so mythical, so extraordinary, the reason it’s obsessed blues fans for seventy-odd years is that between the chords and the notes, between the words and the grunts, between the guitar and the piano, between the chorus and the bridge, it allegedly contained the sound—the screams—of a woman being murdered.

      Let me back up. In August of 1938 Jimmie Kane Baldwin walked into the offices of Cicero Records—down by where Midway Airport is now—and demanded an audition. He had no money to make a vanity record, and like I said, he only had three fingers on his fret hand. But Cicero had already made a star or two out of walk-ins and that was part of their reputation so Marvin Pounder, the sound engineer, asked Jimmie to play a few bars in the lobby. Just for grins. Marvin didn’t let Jimmie pick for more than half-a-minute before he brought in Irving Dunn.

      Dunn was the infamous president and founder of Cicero Records—as well-known for turning poor black musicians into household names as he was for stealing their royalties. Dunn sat down and allowed Jimmie to play his song all the way through. Jimmie had written it himself and as he played Dunn and Pounder knew they were in the presence of genius. Pounder would say years later that he had goosebumps listening to Jimmie play. This is what it must have been like to discover Robert Johnson. Or Son House, he said.

      They even whispered that Jimmie might be possessed by Johnson’s ghost, who had died at a crossroads in Greenwood, Mississippi just days before.

      They recorded Jimmie that very day. Dunn wanted to release the record before the summer was out. He was already on the phone boasting about his latest discovery while Pounder arranged things in the studio with a couple Cicero regulars called in to back Jimmie up on piano and horn.

      And Jimmie Kane was in a hurry, too. See what Jimmie hadn’t told anybody—and why would he?—was that he had traveled all the way to Chicago to make this record because he was wanted in Lafayette County, Mississippi for the murder of his girlfriend, Betty Sharper, whom Jimmie Kane had stabbed 37 times in the chest. Apparently he hoped his song would be worth a few hundred dollars cash, which Jimmie could use to start a new life under a new name.

      Oh, and Jimmie Kane killed his girlfriend on the very day Robert Johnson died.

      Pounder once gave an interview to Rolling Stone and he claimed that during the actual recording session he heard nothing unusual. Jimmie and his ad hoc band played the song four times and Marvin thought the last take was acceptable. Jimmie was itching to leave, but Irving Dunn was taking his time pulling the cash from his safe or the bank or wherever he needed to get it, while some other functionary prepared the boilerplate stripping Jimmie of any future rights to the recording, so Jimmie stuck around and listened as Marvin pulled the master disc and played back Death Where Is Thy Sting for the first time.

      That’s when things got spooky.

      The screams began at the end of the first verse, like she was joining in early for the chorus. Jimmie glanced at the others; he seemed just as confused as they were. At first Pounder thought it must have been a radio that had bled through the walls into his session. He cued the discs from the other takes. On each one, the wailing began on the same beat.

      They listened twice more. They heard screams of pain. Horror. Betrayal. The intensity increased to about the midway point of the song and then diminished into moans and sobs and wheezes. The last thing you could hear on each recording, in the repeating silence after the final note, was a long, ghostly gasp.

      Jimmie, at first stunned into quiet, became agitated while the Cicero men searched for the origin of the sound. Marvin was just about out of theories when Jimmie suddenly began to whisper Betty Betty Betty over and over. Marvin asked who Betty was but he just kept repeating Betty Betty Betty and then he was pacing the room and then he was crying and he had his hands to his head shouting Betty! Betty! Betty! He called this Betty a witch and a ghost and a whore and Marvin sent for Chesterfields and whiskey to calm Jimmie Kane down but he wouldn’t have any of it and he lunged for one of the masters and he smashed it against the wall and he called her again a ghost and a whore and then he grabbed his guitar and ran out onto Cicero Avenue and as far as Blues aficionados are concerned that was the last time anyone ever saw Jimmie Kane Baldwin.

      They had three masters remaining, including one of the final take, and Marvin played them for Irving Dunn. The boss was furious. The recording was unreleasable. He ordered Marvin to check for Jimmie in every Chicago flophouse and men’s hotel that would take negroes and stormed from the room. Marvin kept the best master and the broken pieces of the one Jimmie destroyed and the other musicians each took one of the other masters as a memento of the oddest, eeriest day of their professional lives.

      Within a week the piano player and the trumpeter were both dead. One from too much morphine; the other either fell or jumped from a roof onto State Street. Marvin thought it was the record that drove them mad. That it was cursed. Possessed. He was sure they’d listened again to the recording—perhaps even again and again—just as he had been tempted to do but never had done. Only the nine times he heard it in the studio. So Marvin destroyed his copy and tried to track down the other masters from the musicians’ widows but they didn’t know what he was talking about.

      You’re skeptical, I can see, but I also see that tiny Bible next to your bunk. Let’s just say that for me, this too was a matter of faith.

      So I tried to be casual and I slid the world’s most priceless record carefully back into the stack, about six places from where I found it, and I told Mrs. Walker there wasn’t much of value but I’d be happy to haul it away and I might even be able to get her a few bucks for the more popular albums. At first I thought she was going for it, but before she agreed she started telling me a story about her husband that went on for twenty minutes or more without any insight into how he obtained this holy relic, and then I tried to bring the conversation back to the records and she said Oh yes and then told another story and finally I said I really have to be going but about these records and she said if it were up to her I could have them for nothing but she needed to check with her son in Mesa before she gave any of his father’s things away. She would call him that night and I should come back the next day, Sunday. After mass.

      I don’t have to tell you I didn’t sleep that night.

      I returned the next day and parked across the street from Blues Island and walked over to Mrs. Walker’s apartment. She had tea made and some pastries she’d brought home from a church sale and I listened to three or four stories about her dead husband, my eyes always going back to that little corner of brown paper protruding from the stacks, and when I thought I had pretended long enough to be her tea cookie companion I brought up the records again. Oh yes, she said. She spoke with her son but she forgot to ask about the records. She would call him again tonight and I should come back again tomorrow. Monday.

      Another night of no sleep.

      I called in sick to Senn High School and helped arrange for a substitute to teach my history class. I put on my tie and drove to Hyde Park through the weekday traffic. I didn’t get there until about 10:00 AM but I found a spot on Mrs. Walker’s street. She buzzed me in and when I stepped over her threshold I felt lead drop into my stomach. Thirty pounds of it at the bottom of my belly. Lead Belly. Ha. That was me.

      Sitting in Mrs. Walker’s living room, three feet from the precious wax I had hidden between lesser records, was Paul DeGregorio from Blues Island. And he was grinning at me like a Maine Coon that had just downed a whole box of chocolate-covered canaries.

      Yes, that Paul DeGregorio. Around here they call him The Cold One. Just last week you asked me what it meant that every time he passed us in the yard I flashed all ten of my fingers at him. Like this. I had been coy then, but you’re in luck because that too is part of the story of Death Where is Thy Sting.

      And what’s that? That phrase sounds familiar? It should be to a man who’s found God as you have. Behold I tell a mystery. We shall not fall asleep, but we will all be changed, in an instant, in the blink of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, the dead will be raised incorruptible and we shall be changed. O death where is thy victory? O death where is thy sting? First Corinthians. By saving us Jesus Christ has removed the sting of death, which is our sin.

      Wishful thinking on Jimmie Kane’s part, don’t you think?

      Now you’ve seen the Cold One when he’s studying someone intensely and he was doing it to me that day and I was trying my best not to look at the records. Mrs. Walker said, “Paul’s interested in old music, too.” And she sat down with a story about her husband working as a precinct captain in the 18th Ward and what a saint that Mayor Daley was, how good he had been to their family, although she had also grown fond of Harold Washington who lived nearby and what a shame it was about his sudden death last month—The city’s at a crossroads, don’t you think?—and Paul and I were just staring at each other and I was scowling and he was still grinning even though I still wasn’t sure if he even knew about the Jimmie Kane yet.

      When Mrs. Walker went to the kitchen I leaned forward and asked him what he was doing here and he laughed and said the day before he saw me pull up to the curb across from his shop and thought I must be up to something if I was in the neighborhood two days in a row and so he’d followed me to Mrs. Walker’s house and after I’d left he’d buzzed up and introduced himself. The old lady said I was coming back the next day and she invited Paul to come join us.

      Wasn’t that sweet?

      So I tried to look a little disappointed and I said okay, let’s split them. Fifty-fifty. He said fine, so long as he got to pick first and I said no way and that’s when we both knew that we both knew and Paul kicked a brass coffee table leg and whispered, “Jimmie Kane Goddamn Baldwin!” and he points at me and says, “You sonofabitch!” Like I had done something wrong and I called him a poacher and a parasite and then Mrs. Walker came back in with the tea and we shut up fast.

      “I’m afraid my son said he’d have to sleep on it,” Mrs. Walker said. “You’ll have to return tomorrow.” She started another story.

      And here’s where Paul and I faced identical dilemmas.
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