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CHAPTER ONE




In the shadows of the John F. Kennedy Expressway, surrounded by warehouses, factories and auto-body shops, stands Villa dEste, a family run restaurant that serves generous portions of decidedly untrendy Italian-American food at reasonable prices. The restaurant was there more than thirty years before the expressway slashed the neighborhood in two and I imagine itll be there long after the Kennedy collapses under the weight of bureaucratic neglect and political corruption. In Chicago, some things never go out of style.


I paced the restaurants black and white checkerboard marble floor, waiting to ask Johnny Greico if he planned to kill my client. I didnt know how he would take such a question and I decided not to think about it. So I thought about other things.


I was doing my pacing in the Library Room, an ornate lounge they only used at night. Since it was just past noon, the room was closed and I was alone with my thoughts. Thinking, Maybe I should have called ahead for an appointment.


Sal Greico and his $3,000 suit strutted into the room.


How are you, Ray? He squeezed my hand harder than he needed to.




Sal, good to see you.


Sal gestured to a pair of faux-nineteenth-century Florentine chairs. He tugged at the top of his trouser legs as he sat, to keep the razor-crease. Throwing caution to the wind, I neglected my crease and just sat down.


Big John is very busy, he said. What can I do for you? Big John was Johnny Greico, Sals uncle, and nobody outside the family called him that.


I dont mind waiting. I only need a few minutes of his time.


Whats it about?


Well its not about you, Sal. Either I can see him or I cant. But I think hell be disappointed if you send me away.


We stared at each other for about a week. Finally Sal said, Everybody gets screened, Dudgeon. Thats the protocol.


Protocol is a pretty fancy word for a guy like Sal Greico, but I left it alone. No use being a wiseass.


Sorry, no disrespect intended. Ill just wait.


Sal stared at me for another week, then stood up and left the room. On his way out, he closed the door harder than he needed to.


I stood and wandered around, just to save what was left of the crease in my pants. The room had no windows and I wondered if the snow had started. There had been little snow this year, which was fine by me. Gus the barber had bemoaned the possibility of not having a white Christmas, now only a week away. Sitting in his chair, Id made sympathetic noises, but I wasnt looking forward to Christmas and I certainly didnt care what color it was going to be.


I had sent out Christmas cards, not because I was taken by the spirit of the season but simply to remind previous clients that I still existed. One of those cards had gone to Johnny Greico.


Greico was what most people call a Mob Boss. He was probably the fourth-most-powerful organized crime figure in the Chicago Outfit, which made him pretty powerful. It was said that he controlled most of the bookmaking and loan-sharking operations in the Midwest and I had no reason to disbelieve it. The feds had tried for years to make a RICO case against him and had twice gotten indictments, but never a conviction. During the first trial a key witness turned up dead, and during the second, evidence went missing from police custody. Johnny Greico had clout. Johnny Greico was not a man you wanted to screw around with.


So about a year earlier, when I got a message that Mr. Greico wished to have the pleasure of my company, I wasnt about to say no. Sal had picked me up in a dark blue Lincoln Continental driven by a big boy named Vinnie Cosimo. I recognized Vinnie because he had played some college ball. He was a pretty good defensive lineman but they said he lacked the killer instinct and he never figured to go pro. Sal and Vinnie had brought me here, where I met Johnny Greico in a wood-paneled office behind the kitchen.


Greico was worried about electronic surveillance and hired me to sweep the office and the three cars he used regularly, and to check the telephone lines for wiretaps. He never said why he picked me for the job and I never asked. I suspect that he may have thought someone from inside his organization was involved, but that still didnt explain how he came across my name.


As it turned out, there were no bugs to be found. There was a tap on his phone line but it wasnt on the premises; it was located in the JWI terminal. That meant it was a police wiretap and there was nothing he could do about it, except to have his lawyers ensure that a warrant had been properly issued to place the tap.


Greico accepted the news without question and let me sell him $8,000 worth of electronic countersurveillance equipment. Plus three days of my time at $600 a day. I spent one day sweeping for bugs and checking the phone lines. On the second day I tracked the location of the wiretap and installed tap detectors on the phones. And on the third day I trained Vinnie in the proper use of tap detectors and bug-sweeping equipment. Vinnie surprised me by being a lot smarter than I expected and it only took a few hours, but I was charging by the day.


In the end, I came out with a decent pile of cash for only a few days work and I put Johnny Greico on my Christmas card list, not that I ever wanted to work for him again.


Some people would say that working for a guy like Greico, even once, is unethical. Maybe. But I had been asked to do a perfectly legal job and turning it down would have made an enemy I can live without. Besides, most of my work comes through law firms and I often dont even know the clients name. Its not like on television, where you can always tell the good guy from the bad guy. In real life, you just do your job and sometimes your client is the bad guy. And sometimes everybody is the bad guy.


Anyway, I knew that Sal would keep me waiting just to make a point. I examined the bookshelves for something to occupy the time. Most of the titles were unfamiliar and many were in Italian. I decided upon an English translation of The Autobiography of Benvenuto Cellini.


The dust jacket told me that Cellini was a famous artist in the 1500s. He worked in rare jewels, gold, and marble and he had lived a life consecrated to passion and pleasure, to vast and delicate creative enterprises and to dangerous escapades.


How could I resist?


Benvenuto spent the opening chapters of his autobiography trying to convince me that he had some important ancestors who had won the approval of Julius Caesar and of God. Quoting his father, Benvenuto wrote, Whithersoever the wheel of Fortune turns, Virtue stands firm upon her feet. Maybe that was true in sixteenth-century Florence but it seemed to me that, these days, Virtue usually landed flat on her ass.


I worry about the old girl sometimes.


Just as Benvenuto was starting his apprenticeship as a goldsmith, Vinnie Cosimo came into the room. I looked at my watch: 3:45.


I dont know what you said to Sal but hes been a bitch all afternoon. He let out a barrel-chested baritone chuckle. We shook hands.


Its good to see you, Vince, I said, meaning it. A year ago, I had learned that Vinnie preferred to be called Vince, so thats what I called him. I think his wife was the only other person to grant him that small favor. Personal transformation can be difficult for those who never leave the old neighborhood.


Vinnie produced an electronic handheld bug detector from his jacket. I raised my arms and he passed the antenna over my body, just as I had taught him.


You packin?


I swept my jacket back to show that the horsehide on my belt was empty.


Okay. He patted my shoulder with a meaty paw. It was a friendly gesture and I smiled back at him.


It was time to see the man.





The previous afternoon, I sat in my office with my feet on the desk, listening to the El train rumble-rattle down Wabash Avenue, twelve floors below my window. Id just wrapped up an insurance fraud case, so there was a little money in the bank and I didnt figure to work again until the new year. Which suited me just fine.


The phone rang. I considered ignoring it, but being a detective and all, I am possessed of a natural curiosity. The call display told me it was Terry Green, an old friend and former colleague at the Chicago Chronicle. I picked it up.


Whats the scoop, Betty Boop?


You still gonna be there in half an hour?


I can be.


Then be. And he hung up.


Twenty-eight minutes later, Terry Green entered my office, along with a man Id never seen before. The man was just under six feet tall, weighed about 230 and wore a beard, perhaps to make up for the hair that was beating a fast retreat from his forehead. The man was white. Terry is black. For what thats worth.


Ray Dudgeon, meet Bob Loniski, said Terry. I shook hands with Bob Loniski. He seemed nervous. I asked them to sit and they did and so did I.


Terry continued, Bob has a problem and I figure I owe you one, so here we are, bringing his problem to you.


You owe me several, Terry.


Be that as it may Terry gave me a palms-up shrug and a grin. If I were a winking sort of guy, Id have winked at him, but Im not, so I just grinned back.


Loniski spoke up. Look, if you guys arent going to take this seriouslyI mean, I havent hired you yet.


What seems to be the problem, Mr. Loniski?


There is no seems, he sputtered. Theyre going to kill me.


That would be a problem. Who are they?


The Mafia, I guess. I shot a glance at Terry.


Where are you from, Mr. Loniski? I asked.


Los Angeles. Ive been here three months.


Okay. I dont know how it works in Los Angeles but in Chicago we like to call them the Outfit.


Loniski flushed. I dont know who you think you are, he said. My life is in danger and youre joking around and playing semantics? Ill find someone else. But he didnt move. I figured I should say something.


Mr. Loniski, I understand youre on edge. Lets just start at the beginning and tell me what makes you think the Outfit wants you dead.


It was a complicated story and it took him almost an hour to tell it. Heres the not-so-long version: Bob Loniski was a locations manager in the film industry. His employer, Continental Pictures, sent him to Chicago to work on a couple of movies that they were shooting here. He would scout locations, take photos, drive the director around to look at his top choices. Then he would negotiate with the various owners of properties they wanted to use, write up contracts and work with the citys film liaison office to arrange permits. He also arranged for police officers to be on location during shooting and hired additional private security. There was a lot to be done and he usually worked twelve-hour days, six days a week.


Scouting around the South Side for a warehouse, he came across one that he thought would be perfect for the film. There were a few tenants on the ground flooran artists studio, a silk-screening shop and a cabinetmaker. The upper floors were vacant. The cabinetmaker gave him a name, Frank DiMarco, and a phone number.


He called Frank DiMarco and offered to rent the upper floors of the building for five days of shooting at $5,000 per day. DiMarco asked for ten thousand and they agreed on seven. Loniski showed the building to the director, who liked it fine. Loniski then met DiMarco at the building and they signed the contract.


The trouble came three weeks later, during filming, when a man named Steven Novak arrived and demanded to know what was going on. It turns out that Novak was, in fact, the owner of the building.


Novak was a transplanted Chicagoan living in Boca Raton. He had purchased the building as a speculative investmenthe planned to hold on to the property, keeping it vacant and closed, until gentrification spread south. Then he would sell it.


Steven Novak had never heard of anyone named Frank DiMarco.


Obviously, the police took an interest. From Loniskis contract, they traced DiMarco to a mail-forwarding service on LaSalle Street. With a judges warrant, they got DiMarcos real address and made an easy arrest. DiMarco was charged with felony theft by deception and was not saying a word.


Bob Loniski didnt want to be a witness but the tenants were of marginal value. They would be called to testify but Loniski was the only one who could say, with certainty, that DiMarco claimed to be the owner of the property. And Loniski witnessed DiMarcos signing of the contract, while the tenants were renting month to month with no leases. Loniski was deposed and ordered to be available to testify at trial, which was scheduled for mid-January. In the meantime, DiMarco was out on bail.


Then the cabinetmaker died. A simple mugging, it could have happened to anybody. But two nights before, a voice on the other end of the phone told Bob Loniski that testifying would be bad for his health. The voice also said it was connected. Two stale clichs, but both effective.


Loniski was terrified. He called the police and they told him there was nothing they could do until someone actually makes an attempt on him. They suggested he hire a bodyguard.


Having told his story, he sat slumped in the chair, looking like a man who didnt expect to be cashing any Social Security checks.


I glanced at my watch. It was 4:37. My first-cigarette target time for today was 4:30. I quietly congratulated myself by lighting a cigaretteand looked at Terry.


Whats your interest here?


I was in the courtroom prospecting for stories when DiMarco was arraigned and I talked with the assistant states attorney, said Terry. Its a story, for sure. The way I figure it, this DiMarcos not getting rich on three tenants, so hes probably got other buildings going.


Running a bold version of the long con Fake Landlord Scam.


I figure. You know Sam Christensen?


Yeah, in the fraud squad.


Except now theyre calling it the Financial Crimes Division. Anyway, he drew the case and he agrees with me, but they found nothing in DiMarcos place. Not a shred. Also if you want to rent out some vacant building, you want to make sure the owners not gonna just show up. So I figure DiMarco knew that Novak lived in Boca. Had to.


So you figure hes got a friend in county government who can cross-check records and match vacant buildings to absentee landlords.


Im looking into it.


All right guys, fascinating, Loniski cut in, but what about me?


I dont know yet, I said. Ive never heard of Frank DiMarco, but then Ive never heard of a lot of people and some of them are connected. Keep in mind, there are loads of people who claim to be connected to the Outfit. Its kind of like Woodstock.


Woodstock?


The music festival? Hippies, free love, Jimi Hendrix?




Yes, I know.


Well if you took all the people who claim to have been at Woodstock, youd have roughly the population of Chicago.


And St. Louis, added Terry.


And St. Louis, I said. Claiming to be connected to the Outfit is kind of like that. So dont panic, at least not until I check it out.


Ive got some feelers out, said Terry, but so far, the smart money is on DiMarco not being too much of anything. Hes an associate but hes not a made guy.


Why not?


For one thing, his attorney. Hes represented by Stearns, Jephcoat & Associates. Now, they are an Outfit firm but his lawyer is just some junior associate. If he was a made guy, hed have rated a partner.


I turned back to Loniski, who didnt look reassured. Its likely that DiMarco simply learned that the cabinetmaker went off to the great woodshop in the sky and he saw the chance to intimidate the other witnesses.


Or he actually killed the guy, said Loniski, and Im next.


Its a possibility. I stubbed out my cigarette. Let me check on DiMarco first. Then well see.


Are you going to protect me?


I glanced at the Ernie Banks bobblehead doll standing on my desk and tapped on the bill of his baseball cap. Ernie nodded in the affirmative. Ernie was usually right.


Well see. Write me a check for six hundred dollars and Ill poke around tomorrow and see what I can find out. Then well talk about the bodyguard job. I gave him my business card and told him to call me at the end of the following day, or sooner if he got another threatening call.


And he gave me a check.





The next morning, I called around and learned that Frank DiMarco had posted a $50,000 bond to cover his bail. The arrest had taken place in the late afternoon and bond was posted just before noon the next day. Another good sign. If he were a made guy, the Outfit would never have left him to cool his heels overnight; he wouldve made bail in time to be home for dinner, even if they had to post it in cash.


I rented a car and visited Sergeant Sam Christensen at the Financial Crimes Division. For the price of a hat, he let me look at DiMarcos rap sheet. It told me that DiMarco was thirty-seven years old and that he had spent eight of those years in jail, on three separate convictions. Keeping a place of prostitution, possession of a trunkload of unlicensed firearms with filed-down serial numbers, and beating the snot out of a guy who owed Bennie Schwartz, a midsize bookie on the West Side. Since Bennie Schwartz was a bookie, he came under Johnny Greicos authority, which was lucky for me because I knew Greico.


Christensen also let me see the case file. It looked like an easy win for the good guys, assuming the remaining witnesses lived to testify. I wrote down the names and addresses of the two other witnessesthe artist and the owner of the silk-screen shop. The dead cabinetmaker was of no use to me, but I wrote his name in my notebook anyway.


His name was Chester Kolarik. The name meant nothing to me and his death meant nothing to me. Maybe he had a wife, kids, parents. Maybe his death meant something to them. Or maybe they didnt like him much. Maybe Chester was a complete bastard who beat his wife and yelled at his kids and ignored his parents. Maybe they struggled to produce the appropriate noises of grief, crying around the coffin while hiding a secret relief. Better him than me. And maybe they felt guilty for that thought and then their noises of grief got louder and more convincing.


Or maybe Chester Kolarik had no family.


After leaving the Financial Crimes Division, I stopped for a burger at Blackies, washed it down with a pint of beer and drove to Villa dEste with the intention of asking Johnny Greico if he planned to kill my client.





After making sure I was clean, Vinnie led me downstairs to the basement, through a long corridor that ran under the kitchen, back up-stairs and along another hallway and into an office. There was a sentry posted at the door but he seemed to be expecting us and he stepped aside as we approached. I entered, with Vinnie right behind.


Johnny Greico sat at his desk, holding a clear plastic cube that contained a baseball signed by Ron Santo. I couldnt see the signature but I remembered it from a year ago, when I swept the office for bugs. Sal sat on a brown leather couch along the left wall. Tony Bennett sang from an unseen stereo. I sat in a chair facing the desk and Vinnie leaned against the door behind me.


You like their chances next year? asked Greico, without taking his eye off the ball. Perhaps the only thing he and I had in common was an abiding love for the Cubs.


Dustys doing fine, so far, I said. I have hope. But theyve got to upgrade the bullpen, big-time. If not, I worry.


Greico put the ball back on his desktop. Me too. He looked at me, finally. His eyes were hard, dark and dangerous. A young mans eyes set into the wrinkled folds of an old mans face, topped with a thick mass of curly white hair. He was a small man, no more than five and a half feet tall with his shoes on. And he carried a lot of weight, but rather than looking flabby, he looked round and taut, like an overfilled balloon.


His small hands reached forward and opened a cigar box. The label on the lid said White Owl. With thick little sausage-fingers he extracted a cigar. Sal moved silently to the desk and lit the cigar, then returned to his place on the couch. Sal wasnt just showing respect; he was helping. I noticed the old mans swollen knuckles and a slight tremor in his hands. Hed aged a lot in the last year. Greico blew a stream of smoke at the ceiling and I wondered why a rich man would smoke cheap cigars. Again his eyes fixed on mine.


Whats so important, you gotta see me?


I have a client who seems convinced that Frank DiMarco is going to kill him.


So?


So, I know that DiMarco has done some work for Bennie Schwartz.




So?


I didnt want to insult Greico but he wasnt letting me come at this gently. I wanted a cigarette but Id set a target time of 5:00 for today. No smoking before five, damnit. The clock on the wood-paneled wall behind Johnny Greico said 4:07.


I chose my next words carefully. Mr. GreicoI know that youre an important man with many interests in the community, and I know that you hear about most of what goes on. My client has hired me to protect him. If DiMarco is acting on his own, Im sure I can do that. If, on the other hand, there are other interests at work here, I certainly wouldnt want to create any unpleasantness between us.


Greico was getting a kick out of watching me dance around it. But I was playing straight with him. If DiMarco was on his own, I would take the case. If the Outfit wanted Loniski dead, then he was dead, and nothing would be served by my getting dead along with him. I would simply advise Loniski to develop a case of amnesia before trial.


The old man rested his cigar in a large glass ashtray. You think you can take Frankie?


With all due respect Mr. Greico, Frank DiMarcos a punk.


Greico seemed to stop breathing for a second. I know I did. Then the corners of his eyes crinkled and he broke into a wide smile and picked up his cigar. Youre right there, Dudgeon. Yes you are. Frankies a punk. Hes Paul Tortellis cousin and all, but hes still a punk. Werent for Paul, Id a cut him loose a long time ago. He dont do what hes told and he does what hes told not to, like hes a free agent or something. And another thing, Greico waved his cigar in a small circle, hes braggadocio. I think you probably could take him.


So we agreed that Frank DiMarco was a punk and that I could probably take him. That was a start. I waited to hear the rest of it. The old man sat and smoked. Tony Bennett wailed about leaving his heart in San Francisco, which seemed like a careless thing to do. And I waited some more.


Okay. Just so you know, Frankies present troubles are his own. He gets clipped making a play for your client, it dont bother me. He made his bed. And I doubt hell try it anyway. Even if he goes to college for this recent thing, hell do a nickel, at most. Not worth killing for.


That was all I needed to hear. Greico had no interest in seeing Loniski dead and Frank DiMarco was on his own. I stood up.


Thank you very much for your time, Mr. Greico. I appreciate it.


He reached forward to shake my hand, something he had never done before. Im glad you came and checked with me, youre a smart kid. We shook and I turned to go. When I got to the door, the old man added, Dudgeon. You oughta come by the restaurant for dinner one of these days. Just make a reservation and itll be on the house.


Thank you, sir. Ill do that.





Gus the barber was getting his wish. As I scraped snow off my rented car, I decided not to let it affect my fine mood. Johnny Greico had made a good pointDiMarco would be stupid to make a play for Bob Loniski. He would try to intimidate, sure, but he could do five years easily and probably wouldnt have to do even that much for his little landlord scam. Once he learned that Loniski had a bodyguard, the stakes would just be too high. So I had a new client and the job should prove to be both lucrative and easy. I wasnt about to let a little snow get me down.


On the way back to my office, I stopped at Powells bookstore. If anybody was going to have a copy of The Autobiography of Benvenuto Cellini, it would be Powells. I dont know why, but I was eager to read more about the passions and pleasures and dangerous escapades of my new friend Benvenuto. Or maybe I was just hoping he could convince me that Virtue really does stand firm upon her delicate little feet.


They had two copies, a new paperback and a used hardcover. I prefer the size and weight of a hardcover and I like the way an old book smells. The used copy was in good condition and bore no marks from a previous owner, so I bought it.


I took my new used book back to my office, where there were six messages on the answering machine. Terry Green had new information on the DiMarco case and wanted to meet for a drink. Some salesman wanted me to know that he was having a Christmas special on carpet cleaning. And Bob Loniski had called four times, each message sounding slightly more agitated than the last.


I lit a cigarettefirst one of the dayand called Loniski and he picked up on the first ring. There had been no more threatening calls but he had apparently spent the day imagining all the ways in which Frank DiMarco could end his life. When I told him I would take the case, he calmed considerably. He wanted me to start that night but I said I had some things to do and Id meet him at his office in the morning. I told him not to worry.


Terry Green was still in his office and still had work to do. We agreed to meet at midnight in the Boathouse Bar at Trader Vics. I always like to make plans to meet at midnightit makes me feel like Humphrey Bogart. And I always expect to run into the ghost of Peter Lorre at Trader Vics. Never happens, but I live in hope.


As I hung up, I remembered that I had a date set for the next night with Jill Browning. I picked up the phone and dialed her number from memory. She answered on the third ring, sounding like shed been asleep.


Hey, its Ray.


Oh my God, Ray, she said. Was it tonight? I thought it was tomorrow night. Im not even close to ready. She had lived in Chicago for ten years but still had an undiluted English accent that, for some reason, I found both arousing and funny.


No, it was tomorrow night. But somethings come up.


Oh? Whats her name? she said.


Her name is Bob Loniski.


Youre standing me up for a girl named Bob Loniski? That is disappointing.


Im really sorry, Jill. Its work, and Im going to be tied up for at least a couple weeks.


Well thats no way to pitch woo.




Can we meet tonight?


Umall right. But youll have to come here. Ive been on nights and I switch to days tomorrow, so my internal clock has gone haywire and I dont much feel like going out.





On the way to Jills apartment, I stopped and picked up a bottle of good red wine at Binnys and some enchiladas from the El Jardn Caf. The El Jardn makes some of the best Mexican food in Chicago and it was close to Jills place on Belmont, so the food would still be hot when I arrived.


As I drove along Clark, it occurred to me that Jill might be intending for me to stay the night. Everything seemed to be heading in the right direction. We enjoyed each others company and there was sexual chemistry in abundance and wed come pretty close to naked on our last date. But Jill wasnt sure that she could be in a relationship with a guy who carries a gun and disappears for days at a time and makes enemies of violent men. I was trying to convince her that she could and I seemed to be succeeding, if slowly.


We first met in the emergency room at Rush Presbyterian. She was a nurse and I was a guy with a black eye, a broken nose and two cracked ribs. Id been working on a case for a chain of hardware stores. Merchandise had been disappearing from their distribution warehouse, so I went undercover in the shipping department and worked there until I knew the names of all the employees involved. I testified against them and they were convicted. But their fence, Pat Delany, was upset that Id cut off a major supplier, so he sent a couple of hard guys to make me hurt. Which they did.


When you arrive at the hospital in such a condition, they automatically call the cops. Jill listened as I told my story to the two uniforms who responded to the call. After they were gone, she said, Seems like an awfully difficult way to make a living. To which I replied, Would you like to have dinner with me?


That was three months ago. My ribs still tingled sometimes but it had been worth it, just to meet Jill. She was smart and funny and pretty and had all the right curves in all the right places. She was sexy and she knew it and she wasnt afraid of it. Neither did she try to flaunt it.


And it went deeper than that. While we were moving slowly on the physical relationship, the emotional connection had developed almost immediately. On our second date, something just clicked. Something beyond sexual chemistry and shared interests.


Jill was working the night shift at Rush, so we met for a romantic lunch at a little Italian joint called Sotto Le Stelle. True to its name, the place had hundreds of little white lights set into the ceiling, which was painted to resemble a night sky with scattered clouds. The restaurants windows were tinted black and there were candles on the tables and it really did feel like dining under the stars. We shared a bottle of Chianti with our lunch, and as the waiter refilled our glasses, it struck me. Normally during the early dating phase of a relationship, you project an image of your best self. Its a sales job, really. But this was only our second date, and it felt completely authentic. I didnt feel like I was projecting an image of my best self. I felt like I was my best self. And I had the sense that Jill was feeling the same thing.


Walking down Armitage after lunch, Jill took my hand in hers. I glanced down at the swell of her hip and felt an erection growing. She stopped and kissed me softly on the lips.


I want you to do something for me, she said. I want you to show me something in this city that is special to you.


I took her to the Shedd aquarium, where we wandered the tropical reef exhibits. Jill had never been diving and asked a lot of questions about the animals in the massive tanks and artificial habitats. I pointed out the different sharks and rays and eels and schooling fish and corals. Jill held my hand throughout. She never asked why this place was special to me. It seemed enough for her to just know that it was, and to enjoy it along with me.


Walking back to the car, I said something funny and she laughed and I watched her face in the afternoon sunher small ears, her sharp nose, the fine lines around her mouth and next to her eyes that would only deepen with timeand I was struck by a feeling so pure and so certain. I could see her as she would someday look, a woman in her seventies, and I could see myself, still walking with her.


I could see myself growing old with this woman.


And on the dates wed had since, that feeling had only become stronger, but Jill was still uneasy about my chosen profession. Now, driving to her apartment, I was hoping that she wanted me to spend the night and at the same time hoping that she didnt, because I had to meet Terry later. What the hellif it came down to it, Terry could wait. Professionalism be damned.


And then I noticed the green Ford in my rearview. Id spotted it outside the liquor store when I picked up the wine. Just a car with two guys in it, idling at the curb. Two guys who just happened to pull away from the curb and into the flow of traffic two cars behind me and who just happened to be following the same route to Lakeview. But that didnt mean they were following me. When I stopped at the El Jardn Caf, the green Ford kept going and I put it out of my mind, determined not to be paranoid.


Now it was there again.


In an effort to ease Jills concerns, I had stopped wearing a gun whenever we went on a date. So my gun was back in the office, locked in my desk. Clever.


The green Ford was now one car behind me. I passed Jills apartment building without slowing. Three blocks later I slowed and turned right, right again on the next block, and again, slowing even more. Thinking, Whats the first rule of gunfighting? Bring a gun.


They were still behind me. Circling the block slowly ruled out any possibility of coincidence and probably gave them the impression that I was just looking for a parking space. I opened the glove box and grabbed the small can of Mace that I kept there and put it on the seat beside me. It didnt make me feel invincible.


I parked on Kenmore, near a row of two-flats. The green Ford passed me and parked ten yards ahead. The two guys got out of the Ford and stood talking, pretending to be looking for an address. They made a big show of it, gesturing at a building across the road and wondering too loud if they had the right address and if Jimmy was home yet. Even with the help of acting lessons, these guys would never play the Dane. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, maybe. Maybe with a lot of lessons.


I took stock of the situation. The driver was a big guy, about six two, with a lot of muscle. The other guy was about my sizefive nine, 170 pounds. And they might be armed. I was armed with a small can of Mace, a bottle of wine and six enchiladas. I would have to take the big guy first.


A few deep breaths got my heart rate down to a manageable level. I took the Mace in my left hand and balanced the paper bag of enchiladas on top to conceal it. In my right hand I held the bottle. I got the door open, stepped out of the car and walked straight toward one of the two-flats. I heard them approaching from behind, footfalls crunching on fresh snow. Closer to the house, I found their reflection in the front rooms bay window and when they were about twelve feet behind me I turned to face them. And smiled.


Hey, fellas. You know who lives here?


Dont give a fuck, said the big guy. Got a message from Frank DiMarco. My smile turned upside down.


Dont think I know him. They were coming closer now.


Dont matter, said the little guy. The guy about my size. Mr. DiMarco says you wanna stay outta his business. They stopped about six feet in front of me.


Okay. Message received. Thanks a lot. I tried to smile.


Not good enough, said the big guy. From his pocket he pulled a pair of lead-weighted sap gloves and began putting them on.


I tossed the enchiladas at the little guys face and fired the Mace at the big guy, who screamed Fuck! and went to his knees, gagging and rubbing his eyes with the back of his hands. But the little guy was fast and he kicked my hand and the Mace went flying and I swung with the bottle but missed. His foot slammed into the bottle and it sailed away and landed on the snow. He was on me and I took a fist to the mouth and returned the favor and took another to the solar plexus and the wind went out of me but I managed to kick him in the nuts and he went down. He dropped the roll of nickels hed been holding in his right hand. I stood there, doubled over, drooling blood and trying to suck wind. The little guy vomited and moaned. The big guy was done wiping his eyes and came at me. His right fist slammed into my left eye and I went down on my back, hard. Through a veil of red dots I saw him coming closer and I rabbit-kicked him in the gut and he stepped back. I rolled over and grabbed the bottle and swung blindly. The heel of the bottle caught him on the chin and I heard his jaw break and he was down and out. I swung again in the direction of the little guy but he was about ten feet away, limping back to the car.


Then everything went black.










CHAPTER TWO




I wasnt out very long. When I came to, something hot was pressing against my right cheek. I opened my eyes and realized that it wasnt hot. It was cold. I was lying on my side in the snow. I tried to sit up and got it right on the third try. I made it to my hands and knees and then my head started throbbing and I got dizzy and threw up. I crawled over to the wine bottle and was surprised that it was intact. I picked up the bottle and, with a Herculean effort, got to my feet. I stood there, swaying, trying not to vomit again.


Its funny how the mind works at a time like that. I staggered over to the bag of enchiladas and picked them up, thinking, Jill will be disappointed if I show up without dinner. I promised dinner, and a gentleman keeps his word. Then I staggered to the car and fell in. I couldnt find my keys. I checked my pockets and on the seat beside me and then I found them. They were in my hand.


Although I have no memory of it, I must have driven to Jills place because the next thing I remember is standing at her apartment door with the cold enchiladas and the bottle of good red wine. I heard the bolt turn and the chain come off and then the door opened.




Oh my God!


Sorry Im late, I mumbled, and the food is cold. But I brought wine. This was definitely no way to pitch woo.


Get in here.


Jill pulled me inside and took the enchiladas and wine and put them on the kitchen counter. She helped me out of my jacket and shirt and began examining the patient. No nonsense; she was in full nurse mode. She felt the area around my left eye and palpated my solar plexus with her fingers and felt my hands for broken bones and asked me to open and close my hands.


When she was done she lit a cigarette and put it between my lips and then another for herself.


Did you lose consciousness?


Just for a minute or two.


It doesnt matter how long, Ray. Youve got a concussion.


Sorry. I dont know why I said that. I opened the wine and poured two glasses.


Thats probably not a good idea, she said.


Ive been hit in the head before, Jill. This ones not so bad.


I went to her and put my arms around her. Her arms went around my waist and we stood there for a while, saying nothing, just holding each other.


Go take a shower, you smell awful. She forced a smile. You can use my robe, its hanging on the back of the door.


I stood in the shower and the spray felt like little daggers. It removed the coagulated blood from my lip, which started to flow again. I watched the red-stained water run down my body, over my left foot, across the white floor of the tub and into the drain. I wondered if this incident would make Jill call the whole thing off. I couldnt blame her if she did, but the thought of it put a lump in my throat.


I got busy with the soap and shampoo and turned my thoughts to practical matters. How did DiMarco know I was on the case? Had Greico told him? And was Greico playing straight with me when he said he had no interest in DiMarcos fate? I decided that he was. If Sam Christensen was a bent cop, he might have told DiMarco that Id paid to see his sheet, but I figured Christensen for a right guy. Maybe Loniski told someone who told someone. Or maybe Terry told the wrong person.


Shit, Terry. I was supposed to meet him later. I rinsed off and cut the water and dried myself. I slipped into Jills robe, which was too small. And pink. In the living room I phoned Terrys pager and told him I couldnt make it and Id call him tomorrow.


Jill was in the bedroom. She sat on the bed, propped up by a thousand pillows, drinking wine. My wineglass was on the bedside table. An ice pack sat next to the glass. The Gentle Side of John Coltrane played on the stereo. I sat with my arm around her and we drank the bottle of wine that had saved me and listened to the music without talking. I held the ice pack to my swollen left eye, five minutes on, five minutes off. We finished the wine just as the music ended.


The trouble is, said Jill, her voice thick with wine and the onset of sleep, I think Im in love with you.


I stroked her soft hair for a minute and started to say something, but the rhythm of her breathing had changed and I knew she was asleep.




The mid-July sun blazed off the Atlantic Ocean, off the white gunwales of my grandfathers fishing boat, off the gleaming metal line that ran out from the reel. I sat in the fighting chair, my bare feet braced against the footrest, the rod butt secure in the gimbal, and I let the line run just as Grandpa had taught me. The line slowed some and the reels ratchet clicks became more distinct.


Good, said my grandfather from behind. Now get ready to tighten up a bit. His sinewy arm reached around and adjusted the drag lever ever so slightly, like a bluesman fine-tuning the G-string of an old Gibson. Even in this small action, he moved with the smooth precision of a tomcat, and as he finished tweaking the drag lever, I wondered if I would move like that someday, when I was a man.


Grandpas right forearm bore a faded blue tattoo that hed gotten in the navy, and a lot of hair. His skin had the leather texture and deep bronze color of a man who spent his life on the water. I was still prone to sunburn, but my own arms were increasingly hairy and Id recently started sprouting chest hair as well. A significant milestone in the life of a boy.


I was fourteen years old and Id been living in Georgia with my grandparents for almost a year. A difficult year. Yankee boy, big-city boy, Chicago boy, abruptly transplanted to St. Simons Island. Id made only one friend, a black kid named Randall Curtis whose dad was a fisherman like my grandfather. The other kids, black and white, wanted nothing to do with me and Randall lost a few friends as a result of hanging out with me, so hed recently backed away.


A difficult year. But at times like this, out on the water with my grandfather, I could feel the promise of happiness almost within reach. I leaned back in the chair and pulled gently on the rod. And then all the tension went out of the line.


Damn, I said. Got away. Sorry. I reeled in the slack line and Grandpa patted my shoulder.


Not your fault, son, he said. You did nothing wrong. Sometimes they throw the hook. Sometimes you just lose em. He opened the cooler and rustled around in the ice and came up with a new bonito and smiled at me. Like the color of his skin, the deep smile lines in his face gave testimony to a lifetime spent in the sun. Well get the next one.


A strange rush of happiness flowed over me, through me.


I love you, Pop, I said.


My grandfathers smile vanished. He checked his watch, looked at the sky, cleared his throat. Well were never gonna catch dinner if you dont bait the damn hook, he said. He thrust the dead bonito into my hands and turned his back to me and I felt my cheeks burn with embarrassment.


I didnt understand the need to tell my grandfather that I loved him, or the need to hear him say it back. Nor did I understand why he reacted the way he did. I just knew that I hated myself for having said it and I longed to turn back time and un- say it. But I couldnt. The long afternoon passed in awkward silence, intermittently punctuated by forced small talk.




The memory-dream of my grandfather was still sharp in my mind when I woke to the smell of bacon. I was lying on Jills bed, on top of the sheets, still wearing a pink robe. I swung my feet over the edge and stood up. Inside my head a little man went to work with a jackhammer. The pain moved in waves over the top of my skull, from front to back. Its epicenter was just above my left eye, which had swollen into a constant squint. At least I could see through it.


I was still tired as hell. Jill had set the alarm so that, every couple of hours throughout the night, we woke up and she checked my pupils and made me say my name and where I was and what day it was. She had explained that she had to be sure my brain wasnt swelling, or something like that. So I now felt like I hadnt slept at all.


I moved slowly into the living room. Jill was in the kitchen, frying eggs. She smiled at me, but the effort showed.


Breakfasts almost ready, she said. Your clothes are in the bathroom.


I went to the bathroom and took a good look in the mirror, not liking it much. The puffy area around my eye was a riot of colormostly purple and brown, mixed with blue, green and a little yellow. Pretty. My lower lip was swollen but not as much as Id expected. The back of my right hand was bruised and the knuckles swollen. I opened the robe. There was a bruise in my gut but it didnt look too bad. I felt stiff all over. Brushing my teeth was an adventure, but I got it done without reopening my lower lip.


I took a quick shower and the hot water loosened up the stiffness in my muscles. I toweled off and got into yesterdays clothes and went back to the mirror to brush my hair. It seemed like there were a dozen more gray hairs than yesterday but I told myself that I was just more aware of them this morning.




I was still a couple years shy of forty and I always thought gray hair on a young face looked distinguished. But today my face looked anything but young. I wondered how many more beatings it could take before it turned ugly.


In the cabinet behind the mirror I found a stick of Secret antiperspirant and put it on. Strong enough for a man, but made for a woman. It sure smelled like a woman. I hoped that the other half of the slogan was as accurate.


Breakfast was an awkward affair. Twice I tried to talk about the night before and twice Jill raised her hand to stop me, without taking her eyes off her food.


Not now, Ray. Im just not up to it. She sipped her tea.


But Iyoure too important to me to let this go.


We cant solve it over bacon and eggs, she said. Youre about to disappear for two weeks and Ill be here every day, wondering if youre alive or dead. Or at work, waiting for them to wheel you into emerg.


Ill call you


No, Id rather you didnt. Just do what you must, and call me when its over.


And youll keep seeing me?


Her electric-blue eyes were swimming. I dont know, she said.




Back at my apartment, there was a message from Terry waiting on the machine. Terry told me that Frank DiMarcos lawyer had filed a bunch of motions, which would likely push the trial date back to the end of January. And he said that hed be at Trader Vics again at midnight, unless he heard from me. I called him back and he said hello and I told him midnight at Trader Vics was fine.


Good, said Terry, just got something on DiMarco. Apparently hes now running Division Street.


Now, as of when?


Like now, now. Started this morning, the way I hear it. The general buzz is, since DiMarcos awaiting trial they cant exactly send him around breaking deadbeat thumbs, so maybe hes on loan to Paul Tortelli, collecting street tax from pimps. Anyway, theres a lot more and Ill fill you in later. Gotta run. The phone clicked in my ear.


My soul needed a lift, so I made a pot of strong coffee and put Sonny Rollinss Saxophone Colossus on the stereo. Whatever my problems, Sonny could always make it better. At least for a little while. In a different life Id have been a musician. But in this life I was utterly without talent. Id proved that to myself and to a succession of tolerant music teachers in my younger years. Eventually I learned to be content with listening. One must accept ones limitations.


Max Roach laid down a playful rhythm and Sonnys horn danced a jazzy calypso and I began to feel human again. While the music played, I shaved and changed my clothes. Black trousers, cream shirt and a jacket that looked black from a distance but had a subtle dose of blue woven in. Checking my reflection in the mirror, I decided that, from the neck down, I looked pretty good. I chose to forgo the tie. Movie people are casual dressers.


My everyday gun was still at the office. I selected a Colt Detective Special and put it in an inside-the-waistband holster on my right hip.


My ensemble was complete.


I took a look around the apartment and wondered what Jill would think of the place. Not much, probably. It wasnt a dump but it wasnt much of a home either. The living room had an entertainment center with a large stereo and a small television, accurately reflecting my entertainment priorities. There were close to a thousand compact discs from which to choose, covering most types of music. A ton of jazz, a ton of good old rock & roll, a half ton of blues, a half ton of reggae, a generous helping of Cajun and just enough classical to fool visitors into thinking that I was cultured. But most women are not impressed by obsessive music consumption. Its usually a guy thing. There were large ersatz bookshelves, made from stacked milk crates, and a good selection of reading. The furniture was mostly Pier 1 stuff, with some used junk thrown in for a bohemian flair. A Papa-dum couch and matching chair, wicker side tables and a coffee table made from a battered piano bench. There was an old
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