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 John-John

July 22, 1968

Monday

 


“Hey, Eddie G. Hey! It’s about time! Where you been?
Where you been? I need to talk to you, Eddie G. I need to talk to
you right now, Eddie G. Right now! It’s important, Eddie G. It’s
important!"

Eddie G., that’s me, that’s what John-John
calls me. To most of the others here at The Hyde Out Inn, a bar I
own along with several other things here on the Southside of
Chicago, I’m just Eddie. Following the Eddie G. is followed
by a
longer-than-any-last-name-needs-to-be-spelled-with-almost-nothing-but-consonants-Polish-last-name-that’s-mostly-unpronounceable-even-by-me.

It was not quite noon and I was just getting
to the bar. Downtown business had kept me busy until now. I had
left word yesterday that I had things to do this morning and
wouldn’t get in until around lunch time, maybe even later. I guess
word hadn’t gotten around to John-John, or if it had, he was just
too anxious about whatever it was with which he was concerned to
let it interfere with the ants he had in his pants.

John-John is the janitor here at The Hyde Out
Inn as well as my general go-to-maintenance-guy. More
important, he is also my friend as well as my lookee-after.
He wasn’t retarded, but he surely wasn’t quite normal. I would
guess his IQ was about ninety or so, maybe a bit less. In addition
to his squeaky voice, he has this habit of repeating himself a lot,
as well as using the dive-bar nickname of the person to whom
he is speaking in almost every sentence. When I spoke to him, his
habit sometimes rubbed off on me.

Even at a distance and the unusually loud,
for him, volume, I could see that his approach was hesitant, but he
kept on coming. It was clear that he was excited about something.
We came together far closer to the door through which I had just
entered, which hadn’t even closed yet, than to where he was
originally standing when he first saw me. Besides his rushing
towards me, it was also that his squeaky voice was a lot louder
than his usual timid self that led me to the astute conclusion that
it really was something important, at least important to him. With
John-John, really important and important to him were sometimes far
apart. No matter! Either way, it would be important to me.
John-John was my friend.

He stopped just a few feet in front of me and
repeated himself, this time in his more usual quiet voice. “It’s
about time, Eddie G. It’s about time! Where you been? Where you
been? I need to talk to you, Eddie G. I need to talk to you right
now, Eddie G. Right now! It’s important, Eddie G. It’s
important!"

“Sure, John-John, go ahead. What’s so
important?”

“I know you are always there for me, Eddie G.
I know you are always there for me. That’s why I come to you, Eddie
G. That’s why I come to you. I want you to look at this, Eddie G. I
want you to look at this.

“While I was cleaning up yesterday, I found
this old newspaper in the women’s john, Eddie G. I found this old
newspaper in the women’s john.” He handed me a wrinkled article
from the Hyde Park News. “I put it in my back pocket to read later
when I went to bed and had the television on. I always read better
with the television on, Eddie G. I cut this article from the paper
so I could show it to you, Eddie G. I cut this article from the
paper.”

The article was dated May 13, about two
months ago. It was a What Happened To? type of article. A
quick speed read told me it was about Samuel “Nails” Morton, a
Chicago Jewish gangster, who died in a Lincoln Park horse riding
accident on May 13, 1923, forty-five years ago.

Then, he said, “I know I don’t read all that
good, Eddie G., but I was there when this happened. I was there
when this happened. I don’t remember much, but I know I was there.
This man’s last name was Morton, and my last name is Morton,
John-John Morton. What do you think about that, Eddie G? What do
you think about that?”

Whatever this was about, it made my friend
highly disturbed. I needed to help him if I could. I said “Wow,
John-John. That’s really interesting. Do you remember why you were
there? Who you were with? Do you remember anything else?”

“I know I was there, Eddie G. I was with my
nanny, Eddie G. I was there with my nanny. I heard a loud noise,
like a gun shot. The horse jumped around, and the man fell off. The
man fell off, Eddie G. And, the horse finally fell over and landed
right on top of the man. The horse landed right on top of the man,
Eddie G. I have been trying to remember more, but, that’s all I can
remember, Eddie G. That’s all I can remember.”

“You say you were with your nanny, John-John.
What was your nanny’s name?”

“My nanny’s name was nanny, Eddie G.
My nanny’s name was nanny. Why are you asking me all these
questions, Eddie G.? Why are you asking me all these questions? I
want you to help me, Eddie G. I want you to help me. I want you to
help me remember, Eddie G. I could hardly sleep last night thinking
about this thing,” he said pointing to the article. “I usually
sleep good, Eddie G. I usually sleep good, but I didn’t sleep good
last night after I read this story. I work hard and I always sleep
hard. I don’t want to not remember and not sleep good. Don’t you
believe me, Eddie G? I remember this. I really do, Eddie G. I
really do. Why don’t you believe me, Eddie G? Why don’t you believe
me? Charles would have believed me, Eddie G. I know Charles would
have believed me. Why don’t you believe me? Please help me, Eddie
G. Please help me.”

Charles had been an important man in both of
our lives. Charles died three years ago today.

Even though I felt for John-John, I guess my
questions were upsetting him more than he already was. His
repeating himself had become even more intense than usual. I tried
again, but more smoothly this time. I put my hand on his shoulder.
I talk a lot, but I’m a toucher at heart.

“Yes, John-John, Charles would have believed
you. And, I believe you. But, I have to ask these questions so I
understand what you’re telling me. I have to get my ducks in a
row.”

“OK, Eddie G. Ask away. I’ll help you get
your ducks straight, Eddie G. I’ll help you get your ducks
straight.”

My friend’s dilemma confused me. After all,
the thing upsetting him happened over forty-five years ago. But
still, I knew I needed to help him. That responsibility has always
been part of my love for him. But, I needed to understand a lot
more if I was going to be able to do so.

“Part of my problem is that I never knew you
had a nanny. You were about five years old when this thing went
down, right?”

“Yeah, I guess that’s about right, Eddie G. I
guess that’s about right. I never remembered having a nanny either,
until I read this story, Eddie G.”

“Who else do you remember being there,
John-John?”

“I don’t remember nobody else being there,
Eddie G., except the two policemen who came right after the horse
landed on the guy.”

Of course, I wanted to help him. I had to
help him. John-John was my friend long before I inherited him from
Charles as my employee and lookee-after. Besides that, I
loved him. Just as Charles would have, so will I, do anything
possible to help him with his agitation. I didn’t know yet what to
do. Neither did I know yet what he wanted me to do. Hell, even if
he knew what he wanted me to do, I didn’t know if I could do it. I
just knew I would try. Anyway, I asked him.

“John-John, what do you want me to do?”

“I want you to help me remember, Eddie G. I
want you to help me remember.”

“OK, John-John, I’ll do my best to help
you.”

He still looked hanged dog. His finding this
article was causing him an unusual despair in contrast to his
normal happy self. I knew it was important for me to do something,
though I still didn’t know what it could be.

“Be sure you don’t forget, Eddie G. Be sure
you don’t forget. I really need you to help me, Eddie G. I really
need you to help me.”

“I won’t forget. But, this thing happened
over forty-five years ago. Right now, I don’t even know where to
start looking for answers. So remember, John-John. I want to help
you. But, I don’t know how to do it. You know I am as busy as a
one-armed wallpaper hanger.”

“A one-armed wallpaper hanger. That’s funny,
Eddie G. That’s funny. But, I understand, Eddie G. I understand.
Maybe, you won’t help me, Eddie G. Maybe, you won’t help me.”

“Not won’t, John-John. But, maybe I
can’t. This thing happened forty-five years ago. But, I
promise you. I’m gonna try.”

“OK, Eddie G. OK! Now, I gotta go eat, Eddie
G. I gotta go eat. It’s late for me. I have a lot of important work
to do, Eddie G. I start my work early. I am hungry early. I have to
eat before The Pickle gets too crowded, Eddie G. I have to eat
before The Pickle gets too crowded. If I don’t eat early, I lose a
lot of time waiting for everybody else to eat. Then, I don’t have
enough time to do my important work, Eddie G. I don’t have enough
time to do my important work.”

John-John wandered away to get his lunch.

I didn’t yet know what to do or how to do it,
but I knew I would try to do my best for him. I had to figure out
what to do next. To do first, really. Tribune John would be in this
afternoon, as he was every afternoon. Maybe, he could get copies of
the old original newspaper articles from his newspaper’s morgue so
I could get a better handle on this thing. Until then, who
knows?

In any case, John-John is a blessing. I sat
down and reread the article, more slowly this time.
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What Ever Happened To?

Hyde Park News

May 13, 1968

 


Forty-five years ago today, the gangster, Samuel
“Nails” Morton, died on a chilly Sunday afternoon. Nails was called
Nails allegedly because of his superior qualities in
gang fights. He was said to be tough as Nails. Nails went
for a morning canter in Lincoln Park, just off of Clark Street,
near the statue of Benjamin Franklin, when his nervous and
meddlesome horse reared up and threw him. Morton landed on the
grass with a thud. The horse landed a bit softer. The horse landed
on top of Nails, hammering him in the head. The horse pounded.
Morton died. That gave rise to the gruesome joke ‘For the hammering
of a horseshoe, Nails was lost.’

Another story reported that a few days later,
a ‘firing squad of morons’ composed of Morton’s henchmen returned
to the stable. They rented the same horse that had hammered
Morton, took the poor animal out to the same location in
Lincoln Park and bumped it off in accordance with gangdom’s code.
They, then, sent a legendary message to the stable’s owners: “We
taught that fucking (expletive deleted in both
this article and the original one) horse of yours a lesson. If you
want the saddle, go and get it.”

Morton was well known in Chicago. A year
before the accident, the bootlegger gangster and a partner had both
been acquitted in the killings of two Southside Chicago Police
Detectives.

Morton’s funeral was a spectacular one. As a
World War I hero, the American Legion buried him with full military
honors. As was always the case with gangster funerals, there were
more flowers than one could count. Morton’s alleged occupation was
a florist, as was Dion O’Banion, his fellow gangster and friend, a
real one. All the bad guys in all the gangs were there, including
all the enemy gangs as well. That meant that the attendees included
Johnny Torrio and Al Capone. Supposedly, twenty-five thousand,
thousand, not hundred, showed up.

It was a helluva funeral.
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Tribune John

Still July 22, 1968

 


The Hyde-Out Inn, located in the East End of Hyde
Park, along the Lake Michigan South Shore in Chicago, is my bar. I
also own several other businesses. All are right next to one
another on the ground floor of two of the three three-story
apartment buildings I also own. None of this stuff I now owned was
earned by me. Three years ago, I inherited the three The
businesses from Charles, the previous owner, my previous employer.
He was much more than just those things. He was my mentor. He was
also my friend, my best friend ever. Charles had been an important
man in my life.

His will, leaving everything he owned to me,
asked that I keep the Thes. He never insisted on anything.
He didn’t have to. People usually did what he requested. Besides
being adored and respected, he had a compelling presence.

What he had meant by keeping the Thes
was that the names of all three of his businesses begin with
The: The Hyde Out Inn; The Dill Pickle
Delicatessen; The Bottles and Cans Package Liquor
Store. The other three business, the ones I started two
years ago in the building down the street that I had purchased on a
sweetheart deal, also began with The: The Book Place,
The Cleaning Place and The Food Place. I carried on
his motif of naming The businesses.

Charles also left me John-John. That was OK!
I loved John-John and would have done my best to take care of him,
even if Charles hadn’t asked. Charles never requested anything that
wasn’t reasonable.

With the original three businesses, he had
scored the trifecta. The regulars, and there were many, they all
loved him. They drank in The Hyde Out. They ate at The Pickle, and,
more often than not, they went home with a bottle or a six-pack
from The Bottle. Now, they were reading my books in
The Book Place, washing their laundry and getting their
clothes dry cleaned in my The Cleaning Place and buying
their staples and snacks in my grocery store, The Food
Place.

Charles told me, “Always take care of your
clients, and always provide them with the opportunity to do
with you the business they have to do anyway. They will always be
your best source of new legitimate income.”

John-John was just one of the many Johns in
The Hyde Out. There were so many regulars named John that they
started giving themselves Nicknames to sort themselves out.
John-John was the janitor and cleaned the johns, so
naturally he became John-John. He had worked for Charles for many
years, more than anyone around here now could count. He worked for
me now.

There was also Tribune John, City Manager for
the distribution of the Metropolitan Tribune. Tribune John was
particularly hard on me for being a loser Cubs’ fan. I think
Tribune might be the most loyal Sox fan, the most loyal fan of
anything I ever knew. He defined the term fanatic.

Then, there was Fish John who worked at the
City Fish Market. There was Stinky John who worked for the City of
Chicago Department of Sewers and Sanitation and stunk even more
than Fish John did. There were also White John and Black John. Both
of them were black, but one couldn’t have two Black Johns, could
one? Fortunately, one of the Black John’s last names was White, so
naturally, black John White became White John. Then, there was Just
Plain John, so named because there wasn’t anything anyone knew
about him to give him a name before John. Except Just Plain
John was always there, always in the bar, and I do mean
always. I often wondered why they didn’t call him Always
There John instead of Just Plain John.

There were also a lot of Jims and Joes, so
they got names to. There was Horse Jim who had a horse carriage
business, Jimmy Hat, who obviously always wore a hat,
Good-to-see-ya Joe, who always greeted people with that salutation,
Father Joe, not a priest, but a fallen Catholic who nonetheless
retained enough of his early teachings to sire nine legitimates,
Taxi Joe, who so many of us loved if he were working those early
morning hours we needed him at our closing, and so on. And so as
not to discriminate against those who were not named John, Jim or
Joe, a lot of others received a moniker as well, English Dave,
Evil, Phil Bill, a philosophy professor at the University, etc.

Most of the nicknames like John White were
obvious. Others were given based on what were easily seen character
flaws. If you’re going to hang out in a dive bar, never, I
mean never, let anybody know what you don’t like. If you do, you’ll
be sure to get it! Unceasingly!!! All the time!!! The same goes for
nicknames. There were Bitch Carl and Bitch Craig.
Guess what their character flaws were. They were both nice guys,
but neither of them ever met any fact or event in their entire
lives with which they would or could agree. It was a constant
bitch, bitch, bitch with both of them.

It was the same with Lyin’ Leo.
Leopoldo was a Mexican Service Processor for the City. Lyin’ Leo
wasn’t just dumb. He was downright stupid. More than once, the
stupid fuck served papers to the wrong person, once a woman instead
of a man. She just happened to have the same address. The asshole
later said, “It sure looked like the guy.”

Worse, Lyin’ Leo was a liar. He couldn’t get
out a complete sentence without his tongue twisting the truth right
out of it. So instead of Lion Leo, he was Lyin’ Leo!

Everyone quickly picked up on the nicknames
since it enabled them to tell themselves apart when speaking of the
others. Charles, of course, was one of the exceptions. He had to
be. Charles was always just Charles.

My full name is Edward George
longer-than-any-last-name-needs-to-be-spelled-with-almost-nothing-but-consonants-Polish-last-name-that’s-mostly-unpronounceable-even-by-me.

Charles once jokingly referred to me as Eddie
G. However, he never called me that. To Charles, I was always
kid. Somehow or another, John-John picked it up. He was an
Edward G. Robinson fan. In the middle of the bar, in the middle of
the afternoon, he’d fall down on the floor and attempt a mimicking
mutter of “Mother of Mercy. Is this the end of Rico?”

Then, he’d laugh!

But, whatever John-John wanted to call me was
OK! Whatever John-John wanted was OK. A few others picked up the
nickname as well, so sometimes I was Eddie G. For most
people around here, however, I was mostly simply Eddie which
was my preference.

Charles taught me a lot. He taught me what “A
penny saved is a penny earned” really meant. He said, “Kid, we are
in business to make a living. Maybe, if we’re good and we’re lucky,
we’ll earn a lot more than just a living. But, never forget why
we’re here. Yes, we have to provide a good product or service at a
fair price. Yes, we have to keep our clients well satisfied.
However, we are not here for them. We are here for ourselves. We
have to make a profit or we won’t be here. Profit comes not from
just selling, no matter how high the price. Profit comes from the
difference between what we pay on one hand and what we receive on
the other. For every penny we save on the what-we-pay side,
assuming the same selling price, our profit goes up the same number
of pennies we saved on the what-we-pay side. You cannot get
a dollar with ninety-nine pennies. You need the full one hundred.
It doesn’t matter if the missing penny is the first one, the last
one, or one somewhere in the middle. You need it to get to one
hundred. That damned single penny is absolutely necessary if one is
to make a profit.”

Charles wasn’t a cheapskate. He was teaching
me not to be one either. Charles wasn’t trying to screw his
clients. He never did. Neither did I. Charles was teaching me that
running a business took paying a lot of attention to both sides.
Buying and selling. “A penny saved is a penny earned.”

John-John was never a financial burden. It
was really the other way around. He saved Charles, and now me, a
lot of pennies. He was always on-the-job and didn’t need
much in the way of supervision, a skill of which I possessed little
of anyway, so his being always on-the-job was a great
blessing for me. In a previous life, I had been an officer, a
Captain, in the United States Air Force, so I knew all about giving
and receiving orders. I was quite good at the giving of them.
Giving orders, however, was not the same as supervision. Thus, he
was largely left to his own devices. Without any assistance from
me, he kept the premises clean, neat, orderly and usually in a
semblance of working order. It was a great thing not to have to
worry about.

Except when it was a job he didn’t
understand, he always knew what he was supposed to do, and he did
it. If he didn’t, there was always a good reason. If he couldn’t
handle the job, he just went to one of The Hyde Out’s tradesman
regulars to get it done. He knew better than to come to me for
help. I couldn’t fix anything either. The tradesman who helped him
with whatever he needed help with was then liberally compensated at
the bar or at The Pickle which was located right next door to The
Hyde Out, connected by two inside doors.

According to The Hyde Out’s regulars, who had
known him longer than the eleven years I had known him, he was now
about 50 years old. No one in The Hyde Out knew for sure exactly
how old he was. As I was keeper of the business records, I probably
had that information somewhere. I had just never looked.

John-John looked old. When I first met him,
back in ’57, he looked old. He wasn’t tall, but, he wasn’t short
either, around five-foot-eight. His weight was about the same as
mine, one-hundred and sixty pounds, but since he was three inches
shorter, he looked a bit pudgy at that weight. He had droopy eyes
and usually kept his head down, canted to the left. But, he didn’t
look at all unhappy. In fact, he usually had a quirky smile on his
always clean-shaved face. If the smile was missing, it was usually
because he was thinking about something. When he was doing this
thinking, he looked quite pensive, possibly the result of his lower
IQ.

He always wore a pair of large, black-rimmed
eyeglasses. Each pair he owned was taped in one or more of three
places, the nose bridge or one of the ear pieces. His eyeglasses
were Charles’ old, broken discarded ones. I always hoped that his
prescription was the same as Charles’, or at least close. It wasn’t
like he, or Charles, or now me, couldn’t have afforded to get him
new glasses. Wearing Charles’ old glasses was what he wanted. Soon,
he would probably be wearing my discarded glasses. What John-John
wanted, let no one try to circumvent. John-John was John-John.

He also always wore normal work clothes, blue
jeans and a Heileman’s Old Style Lager Beer t-shirt in the summer,
blue jeans and a flannel shirt over the Heileman’s t-shirt in the
winter. A few years ago, our Heileman’s delivery man had given him
a dozen or so of these shirts. He wore one every day. He always
wore high top black sneakers, what I called gym shoes, even
in the winter, but if the snow required it, then he wore them
inside a pair of huge galoshes. In the cold and in the rain, he
wore a Chicago White Sox warm-up jacket. Sunshine, rain or snow, he
always wore his White Sox baseball cap. He was a White Sox fanatic
in every sense of the word, probably as much as Tribune was. He
just wasn’t as sharp Tribune was in rubbing in to the non-Sox fans’
noses, but was sharp when it came to rubbing it in mine. He thought
my Cubs-fan discomfort was funny. So, I played along and acted
discomforted even though I wasn’t. His now somewhat grey hair was
worn in a military buzz. I’m not sure if I remember correctly, but
I think he adopted that hair-style when he saw me on my return from
my first Air Force summer camp. He had bought a home barber kit and
cut his own hair. The result showed he had become quite good at it.
He always looked the same. His appearance never changed except for
the graying of the hair and a few facial wrinkles.

Of all the things he was, however, the most
important was that he was my friend. He was as loyal to Charles,
and now to me, as he was to his beloved White Sox. He lived in the
other two-room apartment on the second floor of the building in
which The businesses were located. His apartment adjoined
mine in which I had spent my college years and still keep as a
fallback for those times I either don’t wish to, or can’t, make it
to my mile away apartment. Living like that, working together as we
did, we soon became quite close, not quite as close as he was to
Charles, or as close as I was to Charles, but pretty close
nonetheless. Now that Charles was dead, our closeness was as tight
as tight could be.

Charles taught John-John as well, at least as
much as he was capable of learning. He ended up being even more
frugal than either of us. Other than for toothpaste and soap, I
don’t think that he ever spent any of his pay check. Charles, and
now I, provided his meals at The Pickle, three beers a day, his
self-imposed limit, one at lunch, a rare exception to the bar’s
no-drinking-until-two-hours-before-quitting-time rule, one
at dinner, and one while he watched the ten o’clock news before he
went to bed in the upstairs apartment provided for him. I know he
had an account at The Hyde Park Bank. He went there every payday so
I assumed he had an account there. If I am correct in my surmise of
his spending habits, he must have quite a sum in his savings
account, considering all of the years he has worked for Charles,
and now, me. In any case, John-John is a blessing, dependable,
honest and loyal. It’s not realistic to expect much more than that
from anybody.

After my encounter with his agitated self, I
spent the next couple of hours having lunch and generally goofing
off as bosses are wont to do. I had already read the paper on the
bus to downtown this morning. The Cubs had beaten the Dodgers on
the coast the day before, 7-2, to pull within two games of .500.
Hands won his tenth, Beckert had four hits, and Billy Williams
drove in five. Even after watching the game on one of The Hyde
Out’s televisions, assuming it doesn’t conflict with a White Sox
game, which always has priority in the Southside establishment, I
still enjoyed reading the box score. The White Sox were currently
nine games under, so this year I wasn’t getting
the-more-than-my-share of razzing from these South Siders,
who were
as-loyal-to-their-team-as-the-North-Siders-were-to-theirs,
Sox fans all, as I did a few years ago when the Sox were
winning.

So with no newspaper to read, I pondered over
My John-John Project, as I had just come to call it. There
also was still the normal work to be done. After lunch, I went
upstairs in my office to review stuff my mom thought important
enough for my attention. To tell the truth, everybody always
thought I did more work than I really did. It was to my advantage
to let them believe it. Actually, Charles had left me and such an
efficient operation with so many good people, to which I had added
my sooper-dooper, in more ways than one, mother, that I
still had more free time than anyone else I knew. Of course, a lot
of that was because I prioritized things in my life.

Charles had always told me, “Kid, if
you ain’t got the time to do what you want to do, it’s because you
ain’t smart enough to figure it out. Time is important. It’s the
only thing we really got. All the rest is pizzazz, nothing
more than window dressing. Use your time the way you want to use
it, not the way others might want. Prioritize! If you don’t, you’ll
always end up neglecting what you really want to do, what’s really
important to you. You’ll end up being fucking miserable.” I believe
I learned that lesson well. I always make time for what’s important
to me.

My mom wasn’t in the office. She had a lot of
outside work to do, mostly mollifying those tenants who weren’t
somehow or another connected to the business as employees. Besides
her doing an outstanding job, it was more work that I didn’t have
to do.

Now, it was almost two in the afternoon, and
time to see Tribune John. Tribune came in early, just about the
same time, just a little after two in the afternoon, every day of
the workweek. He seldom varied from it. He came in right after
work. Right after work was earlier for him than it was for most
people. Most people worked more normal hours. Trib, as City Manager
for the morning distribution of the Tribune, a morning
paper, started his day before the robins did.

I got back downstairs just as he was coming
in the front door. Trib was an average looking guy with an average
build, and he had the greatest impish smile on his face. It was
there all the time. He lit up the room when he entered. Trib was,
in spite of being a Sox fan, a happy guy. Like me, I think he was
born with an abundance of happy genes.

By the time Tribune got to the bar, his beer
was already there waiting for him. Seldom did one of the bartenders
miss beating the regular customers to the punch. I was there as
well, but a few bar stools down. I always tried to stay as far away
from the smoke as was possible.

I said, “Hey, Tribune! Can you join me over
here for a minute?” Few of us use the entire complete appellation
when speaking directly to each other or when the person referred to
is right there. John-John was an exception.

Neither was Tribune John an exception.
However, Tribune never called me Eddie. To him, I was always
Special Ed. When Trib first called me that, I thought he was
being sarcastic because of my academic endeavors being reserved for
those who, like John-John, needed special attention. Far from it,
he really thought I was special. It was reciprocated.

John turned, walked over, and said, “Sure,
Special Ed. How are you this fine day?” Unless the White Sox had
lost or were losing badly, he was almost always in a good mood. He
wasn’t just a good guy. He was about as good as they came.

“Fine,” I said. “Do you have a few
minutes?”

“Sure!”

I then showed him the article John-John had
given me and asked him if he could get copies of the 1923 stuff
about the horse accident, and also the 1922 stuff about the cop
killings, and any other relevant stuff from the Tribune morgue. I
didn’t tell him about John-John’s involvement.

“Sure, Special Ed. No problem. You doin’ some
special research for a law case?”

“No, Tribune. It’s a personal matter. If it
was a case, I’d be offering to pay.”

“OK, Special Ed. Can I use your phone?”

After an “Of course,” he reached over and
under the bar where the phone that I kept for the use of my
regulars and special occasions was located. He dialed, asked for an
extension, repeated my request, said “Thanks” and hung up.

Then, he said to me, “With a bit of luck,
I’ll have it for you when I come in tomorrow. If not, the day
after.”

“Thanks, Tribune. I appreciate it. Your tab
is on the house today. And, tomorrow.”

“Not necessary, Special Ed. But, your
generosity is much appreciated anyway.”

Tribune wandered back over to his usual stool
amongst his regular drinking buddies. I was about to go back
upstairs to talk to my mom and to do some more pondering about my
John-John Project, when I saw her come down to the bar. She must
have snuck back into the office while I was meeting with
Tribune.

My mother’s name is Jeanette. The moniker The
Hyde Out guys hung on her was just plain Eddie’s Ma. She
liked that. It gave her an early feeling of acceptance. She had
recently divorced my father. On good grounds, I might add. Even
though I thought my father really was an extra nice guy, he was
also a real asshole.

My father suffered from frequent severe bouts
of depression. If he had any happy genes, they had to be
ultra recessive. And from what my brothers told me, his
depression had gotten much worse and more frequent since I left
home eleven years ago.

After twenty-nine years, my mom finally had
had enough, and found the courage to leave.

Until a few years before that, my mother had
not worked outside of the home since I was born. Believe me,
however, when I tell you that inside the home, she worked. She
really worked. She had raised four boys, all good kids, but boys
nonetheless. That proved she worked.

It was five years ago when my brother,
Walter, started college. Even though he also had a full ride, times
had changed. New financial aid rules dictated that the money he
received would have to be supplemented by his summer income and
from our parents. There were still two other younger brothers at
home: Donald, a year younger than Walt and five years younger than
me, and James, four years younger than Don. Jimmy was old enough,
however, to look out for himself after school, so my mother went to
work to deliver the additional money Walt needed.

My mom had had only two years of high school
and that had been thirty-six years earlier, so she didn’t possess
what would be called marketable skills even though she had the
experience of running a busy household for all those years. She
was, however, a very intelligent woman. After all, I have her to
thank for half of my smarts.

She went to work at a hardware warehouse
where my Aunt Adeline had worked as Head Bookkeeper for a long
time, as long as I could remember. I used to stuff envelope mailers
there when I could barely reach the top of the desk.

My mother was now my Head Bookkeeper and
go-to-person for all the things in which I was involved.
Again, one couldn’t be better off than having one’s own mother take
care of your money. Charles would be proud of me.

My mother has been with me for only a few
months. She had been reluctant to leave her job with Aunt Addie. My
mother was still adjusting to the new methods, personnel, location,
etc. at my businesses, as well as her new home in this apartment
building. At least, she’d never again have to face a Chicago winter
commute. Besides the cold and the snow, after a few hours on the
street, the fucking snow was filthy.

She still already knew the business stuff as
well as I did, better actually. And, I had been running the
businesses for the past three years, plus the time I spent working
here part-time while in college.

In addition to the books, my mother had
already taken over inventory control and rent collection. She was
proving to be a more than adequate replacement for her predecessor
who also had been a star.

Thus, my mom gave me enough extra time such
that I might even find a life outside of school and work. This
coming autumn will be the first time in my life I did not face
being a student.

Because of always attending summer school, I
had graduated with my bachelor’s degree in three years and then I
earned my Masters, both in philosophy, the next year. I
immediately went on active duty. The following year, I began
doctorate studies in political economy at the University of
Heidelberg in Germany. The German system of not requiring class
attendance, but of passing exams, and the lightness of my Air Force
duties, enabled me to complete my studies and receive my Ph.D.
shortly before discharge. And again, shortly after I returned home,
I began law school, a just completed endeavor. Maybe, along with my
mother’s help, I will discover that there is life after education.
Maybe, one of Chicago’s most educated bar-owners can do something
with his life.

My mom was sitting at The Holes in the
Wall Booth. I joined her there.

The Hyde Out had been The Speakeasy before
Charles owned it. During Prohibition it had been the scene of more
than one gang shootout. The Holes in the Wall was one of the
results. Legend has it that some of the Holes were made by bullets
that Eliot Ness, the famous untouchable, incidentally a
University of Chicago graduate, had dodged. Different
legends say that some of the Holes were made by bullets he had
shot. We here at The Hyde Out prefer the first school of thought
because it makes a better story that he dodged bullets as
opposed to his missing when he shot them.

Charles never had that wall repaired. Neither
would I. The Holes in the Wall was a famous tourist attraction in
the University community, as well as around the city, maybe even
the country and even the world as it had recently been added to a
Chicago Guide Book. Tourists came to hear the story. The Holes in
the Wall brought in business.

I filled in my mom about what had happened
with John-John. Like everyone else, my mom really liked John-John.
She more than liked him. She adored him. She was taking to him as
Charles had taken to me. I asked her to keep the story to herself
until I knew more about it. I also told her that I had already
asked Tribune John for his help.

Charles told me to always keep my own
counsel. Yes, one could gather insight from discussing issues with
others. I knew this from Socrates. But, he said, “It ain’t worth
the price. It’s almost like politics.”

Except for voting, something he took very
seriously, he admonished me to stay away from politics. “In
politics, there is always someone pandering to someone else. You’re
good enough to never have to pander to anyone else. You never want
the disgust you’ll have of having someone else pandering to you.
That’s all politics is about, pandering. Every fucking politician
there ever was, was a fucking pander bear. One’s
participation in politics seldom pays off unless one is a fucking
crook. The Chicago Way.”

Charles did, however, understand that
“Sometimes, verbalizing your thoughts and ideas with an intelligent
other, helps you to see your own thinking more clearly. However,
the more other people there are who know about your inner stuff,
the more they are also able to hinder you, wound you, hurt you, or
otherwise abuse you. Friends shouldn’t do those kinds of things. At
least, you don’t think they should or will. You hope they won’t.
But, they will. It will happen. More often than not, sooner rather
than later.

“If you feel you absolutely must engage your
thinking with others, keep those engagements limited to puzzles.
Nothing about yourself. You can never be careful enough.”

I knew, and I knew Charles would know,
Eddie’s Ma wasn’t one of those people. I didn’t have to be careful
here.

My mom asked, “What are you going to do?”

I replied, “I don’t know, ma, except to try
to help him.”

“OK! Let me know if you need me for
anything.”

We had about finished our conversation when
John-John returned from his daily duties and wandered over behind
the bar to get a cream soda. He was one of the few people besides
the bartenders on duty allowed behind the bar. Even I had to clear
it with whoever the bartender was before I was allowed behind the
bar. It was part of the watch your money, kid philosophy
Charles had drilled into all of us. John-John was the exception. He
didn’t have to ask.

Then, he came over to where my mom and I were
sitting. He said, “Good afternoon Eddie’s Ma, and you too, Eddie G.
Good afternoon! Can I sit with you, guys? Can I sit with you?”

My mom said, “Sure, John-John. But, we’re
about finished and I have to get back to work. But, sit. I have a
few minutes.”

A few minutes later, I followed her upstairs
to finish up some much needed, and much delayed, paperwork. I also
made a copy of the Tribune article and left it on my mother’s desk
in our shared office.

Then, instead of attacking that paperwork, I
went upstairs to my small apartment. I stripped down and threw the
shitty-smoking-smelling clothes in the hamper. Laundry bills
were a real drawback in the bar business. It wasn’t even that one
could never wear the same clothes twice in a row; it was that one
had to change clothes two or three times a day. Luckily, I was the
opposite of a clothes horse. When the military, or the law school,
or the courts didn’t demand it, I wore next to nothing, a shirt,
almost always a dashiki, sometimes a guayabara, cut-offs and
Birkenstocks, the sandal habit I picked up in Germany where they
were made, not from the hippies, with whom I shared much sympathy,
but from the sandal’s comfort. I just didn’t like to wear shoes,
ever, even in the winter, though the snow and sleet dictated their
own rules. When it was cold, I did, of necessity, and reluctantly,
add socks, and traded the cut-offs for sweat pants. Sometimes, the
weather dictated that I wear galoshes just as John-John wore.

During those years in the Air Force, I had
limited my suit-wearing and my shoe-wearing to when I was on duty.
Now, there was no more duty. There were no more reserves. There
were no more suits. There were no more shoes.

Thinking about John-John’s story kept me busy
while I showered. I read the article again for the umpteenth
time, not in the shower, but when I got out of it.

Finally, those 1922 killings caught my
attention. They should have done so the first time I looked at the
article. O’Bannion and cop killings!

At first, the only thing I could think of
doing right away was to search the newspaper morgue for as much as
I could find about Samuel “Nails” Morton. Now, it was obvious that
the story behind the killing of the detectives and Nails’
relationship with O’Bannion had to be fleshed out as well.

I knew about O’Bannion from the 1959 Rod
Steiger movie, Al Capone, The Untouchables TV program
starring our famous alumnus, and the more recent St.
Valentine’s Day Massacre, but that was enough. He was a 1920’s
gangster and mentioned in John-John’s article.

Another thing: The article did not mention
any shot at the Nails death, not even a mention of a loud
noise. What could that mean?

Before I went back downstairs, however, I
stopped in the office to see my mother. I said, “Ma, I have been
thinking of this John-John stuff. You read the article, right? What
do you think?”

“Yes, Eddie, I read it. Nails was a gangster.
Murderer or not, he killed two police officers. He was involved
with O’Bannion, the biggest gangster on the North Side.” My mother
had lived through Prohibition. She had only been a teenager, but
had read all of the newspaper stories. She was a movie buff as
well. It was mostly with her that I went to as many movies as I did
when I was a kid. She was a walking movie encyclopedia, as well as
almost everything else as well. My mother was a true
Jeopardy killer. “John-John heard a loud noise, maybe a
gunshot. I think he remembers what really happened there, stuff
that isn’t in this article. What do you think?”

“I don’t know, ma. I’m still trying to figure
it out.”
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 Meeting Charles

June 23, 1957

Sunday

 


It was on my first full day in Hyde Park that I met
Charles. I was not yet quite seventeen years old. There was only a
month to go before that additional year would be tacked on. I had
just graduated the previous Thursday from Carl Schurz High School,
on the Northside of Chicago, where I was born and raised. I
graduated a year early, the result of two double-grade promotions
while in grammar school. I seldom left that Northside Polish
Village neighborhood, except to visit my mother’s family, only
three and a half miles, but at that time, it was considered far
away. Chicago, even though a big city, consisted of many small
neighborhoods.

The North and South Sides of Chicago
maintained a sometimes not too friendly rivalry. I was never
exactly sure why, but I guess it was the Cubs and the White Sox
that did it. Maybe, the Bears and the Cardinals as well, even
though the Cardinals with their dismal losing record had been so
overshadowed by the Bears, that hardly anyone knew they still
existed.

The previous evening, I had moved to the East
End of Hyde Park. My parents drove me down, and as soon as they
felt comfortable that I was secure, they announced I was secure and
left back North for home.

Since I wasn’t yet quite seventeen, I
couldn’t get a summer job, other than delivering newspapers, so
rather than continue in a kid-stuff job, I decided to start
at the University of Chicago a term early. Summer term was starting
the next day. So was I.

I had been awarded a full-ride scholarship,
tuition, books, room and board, but the latter, not for summer
term. I had some dollars saved from my paper routes, baby-sitting
and general kid-stuff jobs. I thought this early start would
be a good use for those dollars. My parents agreed, though they
were a bit worried since I had never been way from home before. In
the end, I guess they figured that there wasn’t much of a
difference between my leaving in June or in September, when I would
be leaving anyway. Besides, many of my fellow high-school graduates
were leaving Chicago to attend college. Some were even leaving the
state. I would only be sixteen or so miles away.

Even though my parents also had only a few
dollars of their own, they chipped in to help with the ten weeks’
rent I needed. I knew I would be eating a lot of cereal and fruit
that summer unless I went home on weekends, which meant bus fare I
didn’t have. It wasn’t until several years later that I discovered
I had been raised in a working-class poor family. Translated for
those who grew up differently, that means not poor enough to starve
or live on the streets, but poor enough that it was usually
meatless meals the two or three days before the next payday. When I
told my older half-sister, Delores, of this discovery, she said
that she had had the same epiphany when she had been in her early
twenties.

My dad was a bus driver for the C.T.A.,
Chicago Transit Authority. One of his bus driver friends had a
second job as a maintenance man at The Hyde Park Arms on South
Harper Street, a hotel obviously in Hyde Park, but near enough to
the University so I could walk or ride my bike to classes. There
were always vacancies in the summer. My dad’s friend and the
reservations guy gave me a small, furnished room for a cheap price,
probably off the books. It was clean enough, but it was a backroom
with but few windows, and even less light, too dark most of the day
for studying. I would have to figure out a way to find the money
for stronger light bulbs. It wasn’t exactly a dump, maybe that’s
why the lighting was so dim, but I wouldn’t want to stay here too
long. If I was off the books, it was only the Chicago Way.

Previously, I had only been to the University
a few times for investigative purposes, and never had the
opportunity to walk around in the Hyde Park neighborhood, which I
was now doing. This Sunday morning, I got up early. It was just
after six in the morning. I headed south to 55th on my way to
Promontory Point Park on the Lake Michigan shore. Chicagoans called
our Lake Michigan shore the Third Coast. I loved Lake Michigan, but
had never before been to Promontory Point Park, so it was to there
that I was headed.

My parents had left me a late Saturday night
edition of the Sunday Tribune. My parents read the Herald-American,
the afternoon paper I had delivered for many of my teenage years,
though I could never figure out why, not why I delivered it, but
why they read it. I never thought it to be much of a newspaper
though I did love their comic section. Last night, however, before
they drove home, they left me the paper they knew I read whenever I
could get my hands on it. Being as short of money as I always was,
that wasn’t as often as I would have liked. Sometimes, I read it on
Mondays at the local Chicago Public Library. This time, I guess my
parents left it for me as a small going-away present.

Thinking about the Tribune reminded me that I
would have to find the local Chicago Public Library here in Hyde
Park. Besides using the library, as I normally did, for the Tribune
as well as for the popular crime and mystery literature I read,
though many wouldn’t call it literature, I would probably be
there to do a lot of studying, there or at the University Library,
since my new abode and its absence of readable lighting didn’t
appear to be all that conducive to spending much time there for
anything but sleeping.

I was thinking about an article I had read
last night in the near dark before I finally got to sleep. That
Tribune article said that the Supreme Court would announce its
decision tomorrow, Monday, morning on the obscenity case it had
heard a few months previously. Even back then, maybe mostly back
then, I was interested in the law.

The Federalist Papers had been a particular
favorite of mine I had read it more than once, and I believed in
free speech. Maybe it was because I was still a kid, but I had
learned in my short life that if it made sense to me, the
powers-that-be would almost always be on the other side of
the issue.

Several years later, after many explanations
from Charles, I finally figured out that the reason it worked that
way was because they had it, and they wanted
to keep it. I was naïve enough then to believe that I had a
chance to get it when I grew up into their world. Not some
small part of it I saw some neighborhood business people
have, but the large part of the it I saw in the movies.
Naive! Naive! Naive!

The Court’s pending decision, when made,
could prove me wrong. I hoped it would, but there really was little
doubt in my mind that they would decree that obscenity was not
protected as free speech. I was also sure that that would be a
wrong decision. We young guys and gals could make our own world. We
didn’t need these old guys to make it for us. One could only hope
that these old farts would die soon and we would be given our head.
Little did I know that in the not-so-distant future,
beginning today even, one of these old farts would become my
best friend and mentor.

That was where my mind was as I walked by The
Hyde Out Inn, a pub across the street on the south side on East
55th. I was on the north side, the sunny side, of the street. I
sensed, but barely heard, a voice call out, “Hey, you!”

I looked around. There was a tall guy, about
six-three or four across the street. He looked like a white guy,
but as he was standing in the shade, the summer sun being
southerly, I wasn’t sure. I thought maybe not white, maybe
light-skinned black, as Hyde Park was a highly integrated
neighborhood, something that somehow made my father worry about my
safety even more. When the guy stepped out from under the awning,
into the early morning sun, I could see he was a white guy, a
fairly well built, big shoulders and chest, but thin waist and
hips, white guy. He stood rail-rod straight and looked about my
dad’s age which at the time was fifty-three. Later, I would
discover that this guy, Charles, was four years older than my dad
and looked even younger than his years, than my dad did.

In spite of this guy’s age, his hair was dark
and fell, a bit longish for the time and his age, loosely down over
his face, almost touching his large, black-rimmed eyeglasses. His
dark complexion matched his hair and his glasses. He was a movie
star handsome man.

I thought the guy was calling to me, but I
wasn’t sure. So, I asked him, “You calling me?”

He answered, “Yeah! You! The kid who has hair
longer than mine. You wanna make a couple of bucks?”

At the time, I wore my hair in an Elvis style
D.A. and it was long. If combed down straight over my eyes, it hung
a bit below my chin. The back was not much shorter, but
box-trimmed.

I answered him, “Yeah!” and crossed the
street. I ended up helping him unload his pickup truck and carrying
the stuff into the bar. There wasn’t a lot of stuff, but it was
heavy and, at the time, I barely weighed one hundred and twenty
pounds. And even later, when I was fully physically mature and
somewhat heavier, I was never all that strong. But, I knew how to
work hard. And, I did.

The job only took about twenty or twenty-five
minutes, but I was sweating like a pig. Even though it was still
fairly cool on the lakefront that early in the morning, I was still
hot. As I said, I worked hard. It wasn’t yet even close to being
the ninety degrees it would eventually be that day. The summer of
was a scorcher.

When we had finished, the man called me over
to the bar, which, being Sunday morning, was, of course, closed. He
told me to sit down. I did. He put a large ice-filled glass, filled
with cream soda, in front of me. I could see the guy more clearly
now, even in the dim, early morning darkness of the unlit bar. The
man had a clean-looking face, without any apparent
blemishes, and was freshly shaven. His hands, however, were the
hands of a working man, a few bent fingers and a lot of marks on
all the fingers and on up to his elbows where his short-sleeved
shirt started.

He said, “You work damned hard, kid. How old
are you? Fourteen?”

Obviously, I looked quite young. I said, “No,
I’m sixteen, going to be seventeen next month.”

Charles said the obvious, “Hell, you look
like you’re still in grammar school. You look damned young for your
age. But like I said, you work hard. What are you doing here,
walking the streets before seven o’clock in the morning? What are
you doing in this neighborhood? I ain’t never seen you around here
before? You want a bagel with?”

There was a delicatessen next door. It was
connected to the bar, and it was about to open for business even
though the bar was closed.

“Hell, kid! Don’t get nervous. I know that’s
a lot of questions at once. I’ll slow down. No, I’ll stop. You just
take your time. You just tell me what you want to tell me, and I’ll
wait for you.”

So, I told him what I had just finished
telling you. I had just moved to the neighborhood, and I was to be
a student at the University.

Charles said, “Damn, kid! A grammar school
kid in the University. You must be a real smart one, a
brain, a real chochem.”

Sort of angrily, I said “I’m not a grammar
school kid.” Then, after a little hesitation, “I must be a real
what?”

“Don’t get your bowels in an uproar, kid. I
was only teasing you. A chochem. It’s Yiddish for a wise
man. You seem to be a smart kid. I hope you will grow to be a
wise man. You want a job? But, hey, kid! What’s your name? You
never said.”

“My name is Edward, but most people call me
Eddie.”

“Is that with a “why’ or an ‘eye-ee’?”

“It’s eye-ee!”

“And, the rest of the name?”

“My first name is Edward. My middle
name is George. The last is
longer-than-any-last-name-needs-to-be-spelled-with-almost-nothing-but-consonants-Polish-last-name-that’s-mostly-unpronounceable-even-by-me!”

With a little laugh, the guy said, “Hell that
makes you Eddie G. Eddie G
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