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  WINDY CITY KNIGHTS


  Chapter 1


  Sure, Christmas comes but once a year, but really, would you want to go through it any more often? I pondered that and other such lofty matters, like old acquaintances best forgot, as I entered the ground floor stairwell and methodically climbed upward. Six floors, with twenty stairs between each one. Ten stairs to a flat landing, then ten more steps up on a diagonal stairway. That made one hundred-twenty stairs to the top. Multiply that by four, and you have 480, the number of steps I climbed every hour. Good leg training if nothing else. I thought about that as I pushed open the door and walked down the carpeted hallway.


  It was December 27th, the Wednesday after Christmas. The hotel was booked solid, but the halls were empty, except for the numerous room-service trays left for housekeeping to pick up. I strolled to the elevators and checked the vending machines, ice maker, and the ubiquitous Christmas decorations. A sagging tinsel garland drooped sadly from the top of the doorframe. I peeled the rest of it off and set it in the corner between the ice and pop machines. Then went down the second corridor to the south stairwell. As I was descending to the fifth floor I heard the desk call me on the radio.


  “Ron, looks like the airport bus is arriving early,” Marsha, who was working as assistant manager-on-duty, told me. The husky resonance of her voice was reinforced by the image in my mind’s eye of her square face, short dark hair, and tomboyish walk. “In case you’re interested.”


  “Roger that, babe,” I said, knowing that being called “babe” really bugged her. And I enjoyed bugging her. It was one of the few small pleasures I got working this gig. Besides trudging up and down stairways all night, that is. I was pretty sure Marsha was a dyke, which didn’t really matter as far as I was concerned. But she had a way of scrutinizing me anytime I was talking to some nice-looking girl. And afterward, she’d invariably come up with some smart-ass comment. Like she was jealous, but of whom I wasn’t quite sure.


  But being a good manager-on-duty, she usually informed me of the comings and goings of various things, such as the shuttle bus to and from the airport, any VIP arrivals, and any problems in the two hotel bars.


  The hotel was a six story, two-wing building with an adjacent office building on the other side. Security’s duties included doing door checks to both buildings periodically, and locking up at eleven. We were also expected to act as informal bouncers for the two bars during the week, when the regular bar security was off. Most of the security staff was composed of off-duty coppers. I was the only private investigator. Things usually went pretty smoothly, so there wasn’t much for me to do besides hike up and down the stairwells and shake doors. Like I said, good leg training. My friend, manager, and trainer, Chappie Brown, approved.


  “It’s ’bout time you got a regular job,” he’d said when I told him about it. “Something that’ll keep you off the streets at night, so you can get up early and run them extra miles.”


  Chappie had grinned when he’d mentioned the running. He wanted me to do at least five miles every morning to get in shape for the title fight that I had coming up on January 12th. And I’d kept at it faithfully. I’d had two previous fights set for the World Heavyweight Full-Contact Karate Championship and had blown both chances. I knew that this would most probably be my last shot.


  Marsha called me on the radio again.


  “And what is it this time, my dear?” I asked.


  “Looks like there’s some kind of problem in the piano bar.”


  The piano bar was near the main entrance, three steps down from the ground-floor level. The bar area was recessed into the underside of the stairway that led to the upper levels. It had an angular counter, softly glowing lights, and extended partitions that allowed for a sort of cozy atmosphere. We usually didn’t have too many problems in that one. The upstairs bar was bigger and catered to a somewhat younger crowd.


  I hit the crash bar on the door and left the stairwell, hurrying down the aisle toward the elevators. No sense running down four more sets of stairs and being winded when I got there. Luckily, the elevator opened with the push of the button, and I got in and punched 1. The rear wall of the shaft was transparent and looked out over the parking lot. On the other side of the glass the night looked cold and dark, despite the yellowish illumination of the parking lot lights. Piles of plowed snow sat in dirty bunches forming a barricade-like perimeter around the rough black asphalt. I had the sudden strange urge to go out there and take a couple of deep breaths of the frigid air before I hastened to the smoke-filled bar area.


  But Marsha’s voice came back on the radio with a sudden urgency as the elevator stopped at the first floor. “Ron, they need you at the piano bar right away.”


  “What you got?” I asked, turning and moving down the hall.


  “Looks like a man beating up a woman.”


  Great, I thought. A domestic probably. The perfect end to a quiet night. I began a slow trot past the section of hotel offices. The piano bar was perhaps 300 feet away, just on the other side of the winding staircase that led to the upstairs bar. As I drew closer a redheaded guy in a black leather jacket dragged a squirming blond girl up the three steps and moved toward the front exit. She was crying and screaming loudly. He paused to pin both her arms behind her back, wrapping one arm around her waist. Her legs kicked and flailed with frantic desperation. Quickening my pace I intercepted them before they got outside.


  “You didn’t think I’d check out here and find you, did ya, bitch,” I heard him say. The guy’s voice was an angry rasp. “Now where they at?” He cocked his arm back, balling up his fist. The sudden thought of his hand smacking into her flesh tightened my gut. Women, kids, and animals—I hate to see any of them abused. Moving forward, I grabbed his wrist.


  “Isn’t she a little out of your weight class?” I said, hoping that he’d take a swing at me so I could set him on his ass.


  “Get your hands off me, asshole,” he growled.


  “Hotel security, Red. What’s going on here?”


  He straightened up and released the girl. She fell down, landing on her knees, her blond hair spilled forward obscuring her face. The guy was almost as tall as I was, but a bit broader through the shoulders. His face had a smug look to it. I released his arm. It had felt solid and hard.


  “Don’t you ever put your hands on me again,” he said, his finger jabbing out to poke my chest.


  “Just tell me what’s going on, pal,” I said. Then, into my radio, “Marsha, call the cops.”


  The mention of the police seemed to shake him slightly.


  “Hey,” Red said, hesitating. “No need for that.” He rotated his head slightly, as if trying to loosen his thick neck, then forced a grin. “It’s my girlfriend, man. She gets like this sometimes. Too much to drink. I didn’t want her to drive.”


  The tension in him was somewhat subdued, but I didn’t drop my guard. He was like a sharp spring that hadn’t uncoiled all the way.


  “How ’bout it, miss?” I said. “That what it’s about?”


  “No, he ain’t my boyfriend,” she said, her hands wiping at her face. “I don’t even know him. Help me. Please help me.“


  “Shut up,” the guy said. He reached down and seemed to effortlessly pick her up, squeezing her upper arms hard, so that his fingers dug into her soft flesh. She raised up on her tiptoes. Then his mouth contorted into a half-smile. “Like I said, she gets like this sometimes.”


  “It sounds like this is a bit more complicated,” I started to say. The woman’s head twisted around as she struggled to get out of his grasp and I got a brief look at her face. Smooth, even features with a slender nose that ended with almost perfect symmetry. But the smeared lipstick made her mouth look like an open gash. Still, the faint glimmer of something akin to recognition hit me. Like someone you’ve met before, but couldn’t quite figure out where.


  “Look, buddy, why don’t you just let her go for a minute,” I said.


  The redhead’s face turned ugly again. “Aww, get the hell outta my way.”


  He tried to push past me and I held out both hands to block him. Suddenly he shoved the woman violently and swung an overhand right at me. Out of the corner of my eye I saw her go down in a heap. Red’s punch was quick, but looping. I stepped back slightly and let it sail by me. Instead of following up with a left hook like I should have, I just pushed him and held up my open palms.


  “I don’t want to hurt you so back off,” I said.


  “You? Hurt me?” he muttered, flashing an incredulous smirk. Moving forward with balled up fists. “Now I’m gonna really kick your fucking ass.”


  He appeared to be in his early thirties with the bulky build of a weightlifter. The corners of his mouth turned down and a glint of anger shone in his eyes. I smashed a roundhouse kick to his left thigh as he stepped forward, then moved back. I didn’t want to go to the floor with the guy and mess up my good clothes. But I had no desire to get splattered with his blood either, if I busted him up. His puffy, thyroid face had the look of a born bleeder. Not to mention the risk of breaking my hands on his hard head. Chappie would love that with the fight so close.


  No, better to just end it clean and fast, I thought.


  I raised up my hands and let him lurch forward again, figuring he’d throw that same looping right. He didn’t disappoint me. This time I stepped inside and blocked it with my left, then drove a right into his gut. The air whooshed out of him, and he staggered back a step. I stepped in and hammered a left hook to the liver, then a right to the other side, and finished off by dipping one south of the border. The combination caused him to freeze, do a little stutter-step backwards, then fold to the carpet. Body punches can do that to you. Not to mention the low blow.


  “You want some more?” I asked.


  Red shook his head, gasping for breath. Two of the young bellmen who had been watching dragged him to one of the big cushiony lobby chairs. Somewhere in all of this I’d dropped my radio. One of the hotel kids reached down and picked it up. I glanced around at the faces of the people in the lobby. Their expressions seemed to be a combination of fascination and fear. Like they’d just witnessed a clashing between two big jungle animals.


  “Man, that was awesome, Ron,” one of the kids said, handing me my radio. The other was helping the blonde to her feet now. She struggled to steady herself, obviously tanked to the gills. After taking in a deep breath then exhaling half of it, she said, “Wow, you are pretty terrific.” Something seemed to click for her too as she looked up at me. She squinted slightly, then said, “You … You’re …” The space between her eyebrows creased slightly.


  “Don’t I know you?” I asked.


  “Why, would you like to?” she said, stumbling forward into my arms. Her breath had that heavy, sickeningly sweet smell of fine booze. “My name’s Paula. What’s yours?”


  I think it was hearing her say the name that did it. Or maybe it was seeing her up close, even though she looked a lot different than she had twelve years ago. Either way, it was like getting struck by lightning. The blond hair threw me, too, and her nose was much smaller than I’d remembered it … Her skin looked flawless and her cheekbones were more pronounced. But the expression, the quizzical glance … That hadn’t changed. And somehow, it even made her look younger for an instant, bringing back the vision that I’d tucked away somewhere in the back of my memory, so long ago.


  “Paula?” I said. “Paula Kittermann?”


  “Yeah,” she said slowly. The space between her eyebrows furrowed again. “Who are you?”


  “It’s Ron. Ron Shade.”


  My name seemed to jolt her like an electric shock. She jerked back and stared at me, then smiled and put both her arms around my neck, bugging me close, whispering, “Oh, Ron. It’s so good to see you.” The softness of her body pressed tightly against me.


  I didn’t know if I should hold her, or what. I raised my arms, but they sort of just hovered there awkwardly, before finally settling around her.


  Marsha, who had come from behind the desk to check on things, came walking over. The smirk was already spreading across her boyish face, and her head canted slightly with that familiar, patronizing little lilt.


  “A friend of yours?” she asked, flashing the cynical smile that she did so well. “Or just another recent conquest?”


  “No,” I said. “Believe it or not, we’re old friends.”


  “Well, hero,” Marsha said. “What’s your pleasure? You want me to cancel the cops? And George is on the phone.”


  “Tell him I’ll call him right back,” I said, casting a quick look around to make sure my buddy Red wasn’t coming off the mat for Round 2. But by the time I got Paula’s arms untangled from around my neck and helped her over to the front desk, the redheaded guy had disappeared. I asked one of the bellmen if he’d seen him.


  “Man, I don’t know, Ron,” the kid said. “I was too busy watching you and the babe.” He nodded toward Paula.


  She was dressed to kill all right. A tight-fitting black skirt that showed the contour of her hips and the shape of her thighs. Her jacket was dark leather, and under it her purple silk blouse was unbuttoned, showing the edge of a black lace bra.


  “So you want me to cancel the cops or not?” Marsha asked.


  I looked around again, scanning the area once more for Red, but he seemed to have vanished into the crowd. Figuring maybe he’d snuck up into the upstairs bar, I sent the two bellmen looking for him and told Marsha I’d talk to the coppers when they got there. I didn’t want Red going over to the station later and swearing out a battery complaint on me. This way my version would already be on record, and I had Paula here to back up my story.


  Marsha handed me the phone across the counter and said, “It’s George. I called him back for you. You can thank me later.”


  I smiled at her and grunted into the phone.


  “What’s the matter? You sound winded?” George asked.


  “I was in a hurry to take your phone call,” I said.


  “Yeah, right.”


  “Actually,” I said, taking a deep breath, “I had to mix it up with a guy.”


  “What?”


  “Just a minor problem in the bar.”


  “Oh, great,” George said. Although his regular job was a detective in Violent Crimes, Area 2, he and his partner had started the little fledgling security company for which I was sort of a silent third partner. “You didn’t go busting anything up, did you?”


  “Ain’t you even going to ask if I got hurt?”


  “Nah, I’m only interested in the important stuff,” he said. “Like did you bust anything that I’m going to have to pay for?”


  “Everything’s fine,” I said. I took another deep breath, feeling my respiration slowly edging back to normal.


  “Well, anyway, buddy,” George continued, “I just wanted to remind you about that interview tomorrow morning. Don’t be late now. Me and Doug are counting on you to make a good impression. This guy could send a lot of work our way.”


  “Yeah, yeah, I know.” When I’d been growing up, George had always been an inspiration to me. Sort of an unofficial big brother, even though he’d been friends with my older brother, Tom. Now we were closer than family.


  “I’ll try not to let you down. Big Guy,” I said, seeing the oscillation of the red-and-blue lights through the front doors. “Look, I got to go talk to the cops. I’ll call you tomorrow.“


  “Okay,” he said. “Beep me afterwards and I’ll meet you at Cassidy’s for lunch.” I told him I would and handed the phone back to Marsha. The two uniformed cops were just coming through the front doors.


  Chapter 2


  I waved and the two cops sauntered over to the front desk.


  “What’ve you got, Ron?” the older one asked. Most of them were familiar with me from my work at the hotel, and they all knew and looked up to George.


  I gave a brief summary and they asked Paula if she knew who the guy was. She gave them a wide-eyed innocent act with an exaggerated, “Huh-un.” But I wondered. I thought I’d detected some sort of familiarity between her and Red. But maybe not. Both of the bellmen came back and told me that Red wasn’t in either of the bars.


  “Probably had enough of you, Ron,” the younger copper said. “Maybe he seen one of your kickboxing matches on ESPN.“


  The other officer considered his partner’s comment and asked if I wanted to sign complaints.


  “At this point I’m willing to let it go if he is,” I said. “If he even shows up, that is.”


  The cop glanced at Paula. “You ain’t gonna let her drive, are you?”


  “I’ll make sure she doesn’t.”


  He nodded and they left, assuring me they’d check the parking lots for Red. I turned and asked Paula again if she was sure she didn’t know who Red was.


  “He’s just some creep that followed me out here on the bus,” she said, shrugging. “I mean, I had a couple of drinks with him at the airport, and he tried to pick me up.”


  Her tone sounded matter-of-fact. Like getting pushed around and almost beaten up was no big deal. It didn’t sound right to me, but I decided not to push the issue. Still the underlying violence of the incident was disturbing as I went to the desk and asked Marsha to call a taxi for Paula.


  “You think that’s a good idea with that guy looking for her?” she asked. “I mean, what if he’s a stalker or something?”


  “Well, she’s in no shape to drive, and we’re booked up, right?”


  “Let me check with the Hampton and the Budgetel,” she said, picking up the phone.


  I turned back to check on Paula, but found her wandering toward the piano bar, the tight, dark skirt hugging the tapering sweep of her hips. She managed to make it to a stool and was talking to Sue, the bartender, when I got there. Sue glanced up at me questioningly.


  “Can you see that she gets a cup of coffee?” I said. Sue smiled at me and nodded. Paula grabbed for my arm and said, “Ronnie, come ’ere and sit with me. Let’s have a drink.“


  “I’ll be back in a couple,” I said. Then added, “Ah, your blouse is unbuttoned.”


  “Oh,” she said. “Thanks.” Her clumsy fingers began fumbling with the buttons.


  “Coffee,” I mouthed to Sue. She nodded.


  When I got back to the desk Marsha shook her head.


  “They’re both full, too,” she said. “You don’t want me to call some of the no-tell-motels, do you?”


  I rubbed my temples with my thumb and forefinger and tried to think, wondering, how much do you owe a past love?


  “Why don’t you just drive her home?” Marsha asked.


  “What if Red’s lurking nearby?” I said.


  “So take her to your place then,” Marsha said. She grinned at me suggestively. “I know I would.”


  “Yeah, right.”


  I went back down the steps toward the piano bar. The singer, Kathy Daniels, was closing up her equipment.


  “You okay?” she asked. “That was quite a performance.”


  “I needed to get in some extra sparring anyway.”


  “So who is she?” Kathy asked, nodding toward the bar. “I got the impression you two knew each other.”


  I sighed. “Just somebody I used to know.”


  “That’s a line from a song,” she said, smiling. “Next time you’re here I’ll sing it for you.”


  I glanced over and saw that Paula was drinking what seemed to be a glass of dark wine. I strolled over and saw the full cup of coffee sitting in front of her on the bar. She smiled at me over the rim of a wine glass. I looked at Sue, who shrugged and pointed to a middle-aged businessman-type in a brown suit who was sitting next to Paula trying to keep a one-sided conversation going. I sat down next to her and glowered rather sardonically at him. She immediately turned toward me and smiled.


  “Ron, it’s so neat to see you again, after so long,” she said, reaching up and touching my cheek. “How are you?”


  The guy’s face stiffened, and he got up and left.


  “Oh, getting along,” I said. “Say, they’re ready to close up here. Why don’t you let me drive you home?”


  She ran her tongue over her lips, and those green eyes that I used to love so much did a slow scan of the room, then settled back on me.


  “Okaaay,” she said, slowly. “But I’ve got to go visit the ladies’ room first.”


  I escorted her to the ladies’ washroom and stood outside. Big Doug Percy, George’s partner, was standing over by the desk talking to Marsha. He smiled and gave me a small wave, then ambled over holding out one of his huge hands. We shook, and he said, “Marsha was telling me you had to deck some guy, huh?”


  “Just a minor disagreement,” I said. “You my relief tonight?”


  “Yeah, George couldn’t get nobody else.”


  I nodded and told him that I hadn’t had time to lock all the perimeter doors.


  “That’s okay,” Doug said. “It’ll give me something to do. Go ahead and take the babe home.” He smiled.


  About that time Paula came out of the washroom and moved up against me. She put her mouth close to my ear and said in a husky whisper, “I’m ready, Ron.”


  Doug grinned broadly, and I could feel myself blushing. After thanking him I walked out to the parking lot with Paula. It was always a habit of mine to scan the lot, especially after I’d had a run-in with somebody. But it looked tranquil. Just piles of snow and unoccupied cars. At least in this section of the lot anyway, which was reserved for employees. My old ’79 Pontiac Catalina, which I affectionately referred to as “The Beater,” was parked pretty close to the doors.


  “There’s my car,” I said.


  “That’s yours?” she said.


  “Yeah, my Rolls is in the garage.”


  “Over there, that’s my baby. The red one,” she said, pointing to a new Pontiac Firebird a few aisles over. The windows looked completely frosted over, like it had been sitting there for a while.


  “I can still leave it there, right?” she asked. “I got some suitcases in the trunk.”


  “Sure. I’m sure the night crew will keep an eye on it.”


  I opened the door for Paula, and she slid into the seat. As soon as I got in I fired up the motor and turned the heater to high.


  “It’ll be a few minutes before it warms up,” I said.


  “Brrrr, I’m cold,” Paula said, sliding over to curl up next to me. I put my arm around her and asked her where she lived. I wondered if the tentativeness of my movements transmitted the reluctance that I felt.


  “Oh, Ron, I don’t want to go home,” she said. “I just want you to hold me for a while, okay?”


  She buried her head in my shoulder, and I thought she was going to fall asleep. As gently as I could, I extricated myself and got out with the scraper. By the time I’d finished the windows, and got back inside, the car had warmed up a little. Paula sat in the passenger side now, her head back against the headrest, her breathing slow and sonorous. I shifted into drive.


  Ah, what the hell, I thought. Might as well head for Shade Central.


  If she was sleeping, she didn’t wake up as we got on the expressway. Under the flashing glow of the overhead lights, I caught a glimpse of her thigh where her skirt had ridden up. It looked opalescent in the momentary light. Her face had definitely changed, but her hair had sort of spilled over the seat, looking darker somehow in the dimness of the shadows. More like the color of the Paula that I remembered. Back, way back …


  I glanced again at her profile, trying to judge exactly how much it had changed in the intervening twelve or thirteen years since I’d last seen her. Back when she had been “my Paula.” But despite the years, and some obvious mileage, she still looked beautiful. Or was it just that the face was tinged with memories? Too many memories of that first summer after high school …


  Paula had been the sort of bad-girl homecoming queen, and I’d been a successful, but rather shy jock. A football, wrestling, and track star headed for U of I on an athletic scholarship. We’d been in some of the same classes the spring semester, and sort of hit it off. She came to a few of the meets, and I went to see her in a couple of school plays. When I asked her to the prom I never thought she’d accept, but she did. And when we made love in the back of my dad’s station wagon a week later at the forest preserve, it had been my first time. She sort of led me through it. It hadn’t been hers, but I didn’t care, thinking that whoever had gone before me just didn’t matter. It was what we had then, at that moment that counted.


  I practically lived at her house that summer, eating dinner with her family on Sundays, and teasing her younger sisters, Laurie and Judy. There was almost as much of an age gap between them and Paula as there was between me and my older brother, Tom. Their dad seemed to like me initially, but seemed to cool quickly as he sensed how Paula and I felt. The feelings ran deep, but there’s a lot of wisdom in that old saying about how nobody’s first love ever works out.


  We grew careless and bold, but we were in love. I still remembered being with her at a cheap motel, watching Casablanca together, naked and entwined in each other’s arms. At the end of the movie when Bogie says to Ingrid, “We’ll always have Paris,” we made love again, not even concerned anymore about taking precautions. It had seemed so beautiful that I didn’t feel the incipient panic until a few weeks later when she told me she was late. Then reality set in, cruel and hard: the anger of our parents for our stupid recklessness. And the pressure to “do the right thing.” But nobody could agree on exactly what that was. Her parents had always planned for her to go away to college, and I had my full-grant athletic scholarship to think about. But Paula and I just wanted to get married.


  The debate seemed to drag on endlessly, causing a lot of strain at her house and mine. Then a few days later her father, who was a teacher, took the whole family up to their summer place in Michigan. I found out later that they made her get an abortion up there at some hospital, and then they wouldn’t let her see me. I kept hoping that they’d change their minds, that they’d allow us to be together when they came back. I didn’t even have an address to write her a letter. Crushed, I kept my summer job at the tire store and saw the scholarship slip through my fingers as September came and went. It was the first time in my life that things had totally fallen apart. George, who’d been in the marines in Vietnam with my older brother Tom, was just a regular uniformed patrolman back then. He sort of took me under his wing.


  “You need to get away,” George told me. “Have time to think.”


  A week later we were talking to an army recruiter, and four days after that I was on a plane down to Fort Polk, Louisiana to “be all that I could be.” Six months or so later, when I finally got back on leave from Basic Training/AIT, I found out that Paula’s family had sold their house and moved up to some place called Ludington, Michigan. Paula, people told me, was engaged to some rich bastard up there …


  I applied for jump school and ranger training when my leave was up.


  The exit popped up on the expressway and I moved over to the right. About ten minutes later we pulled up in front of my house. She seemed to snap awake.


  “Ron, where are we?” she said with surprising alarm.


  “We’re at my place,” I said slowly. “You can sleep on the couch, unless you want me to take you someplace else.”


  “No,” she said, turning to look at me. “This is cool.”


  We got out and went up the walk, with her hanging on my arm for balance. I’ve got my lights set on timers, so the house was bright when we entered. My two cats, Georgio and Shasha, were curled up on the sofa sleeping. Paula immediately asked where the bathroom was and I showed her. She set her big, black leather purse on the floor by the couch. Her walk seemed a little steadier now. I took both cats and transplanted their protesting bodies to their baskets in the bedroom. The baskets rest against the heating vent and they both love it there. Then I quickly pulled out a pillow and two blankets for the couch. I’d transformed my one guest room into a makeshift office, which contained the tools of my trade, my computer and file cabinets. Since the upstairs section was unused and full of dust motes, I usually kept it closed off.


  One of the benefits about living alone is that you can leave your rooms any way you damn well please. But it catches up to you whenever you get an unexpected guest. The living room was strewn with clothes, old newspapers, and magazines. I glanced around and realized it was futile to even attempt to clean up, but what the hell, I wasn’t exactly entertaining the Duchess of York, was I?


  I heard a rhythmic ripping sound and turned in time to see Georgio’s big paws dancing on Paula’s purse. I grabbed his outstretched little arms and carefully extricated his claws from the dark leather. The purse spilled open revealing her wallet, keys, and two pairs of matching airline luggage tags. The two larger tags had plastic loops attached indicating they’d been sliced off the suitcase handles. I stuffed everything back in and set the purse on the coffee table away from the cats. At least temporarily.


  In the bedroom I hung up my coat and sport jacket. As I was stripping off my tie, I heard the toilet flush. Paula came out, and I asked her if she needed anything.


  “No, I guess not,” she said, smoothing back her hair and looking around. “So this is your place, huh? Kinda messy, but kinda neat too.”


  “I guess it does have that lived-in look,” I said. “But that’s one of the problems of living by yourself. There’s no one to pick up after you.”


  “You’re single, huh?” she said, licking her lips. “Funny, I always pictured you with a wife and ten kids. So what have you been doing with yourself all this time?”


  “I’m a private detective,” I said. “And part-time hotel security,” I added with a smile. “How about you?”


  “Modeling,” she said, smiling alluringly. She seemed to have sobered up slightly. Her tongue traced over her lips again as she stared at me. “You look good, Ron.”


  “You too,” I said. “I almost didn’t recognize you at first.”


  “Oh, it’s probably my hair,” she said, then added somewhat defensively, “You don’t have to be nice. Everybody knows it’s dyed, but I figured Madonna used to get away with it, and that girl from Chicago that was playmate of the year and went to MTV—Jenny McCarthy. She wasn’t a natural blonde either, and it didn’t hurt her. She’s doing movies now.”


  “Yeah, I’ve seen a couple of them.”


  She stared at me for a moment, then let her eyes drift away.


  “Well, in any case, it’s great seeing you again,” I said, thinking that it was more than just the hair. She looked different facially, like she’d had some cosmetic surgery or something. But that wasn’t any of my business. In fact, none of it was. “Look, I’ve got a job interview early in the morning, so …”


  She looked around.


  “Oh, okay,” she said.


  “I’d offer you the guest room, but there ain’t one,” I said. “I been meaning to remodel, but …”


  She dropped her jacket on one of the chairs and sat down on the couch.


  “This is fine.”


  “Okay. Good-night. Just call me if you need anything.”


  I went into my bedroom and stripped off my shirt and T-shirt, throwing them into my already full laundry basket, then took off my shoes and socks. When I stood to undo my belt I glanced in the mirror. It reflected Paula standing in the doorway, her blouse open down the front, the tails brushing against her bare thighs.


  She had on white panties, and I could see the darkness of her pubic hair through the thin sheen of material. Her body was tan and firm; better than I’d imagined it so many of those lonely nights, a lifetime ago in an army bunk down in Louisiana. I looked at her, and she moved toward me, her hands feeling almost electric as they brushed over my skin.


  “Oh, Ron, I don’t remember you having so many big muscles,” she said, pressing against my back. I felt the softness of her breasts push against me.


  “Yeah, well, Santa was good to me this year,” I said. “Last year all I got was coal in my stockings.”


  “Hold me, Ron. Please.”


  As if signaling some sort of divine complicity, the timer snapped the living room lights off. I turned around and put my arms around her, letting my hands creep under the fine silkiness of her blouse. My fingers worked their way up to the snap of her bra, and, as our mouths met, I undid the hooks.


  “Ohhh, baby,” Paula whispered. “It’s so good to feel you close again.”


  Chapter 3


  Does the body, as they say, respond to dormant stimuli from a long ago lover? I wondered as we lay there, Paula’s cheek pressing onto my shoulder, the slow, steady rhythm of her breathing indicating to me that she’d fallen asleep almost immediately afterwards. Or did she just pass out? She literally reeked of booze. Her breath, her sweat, everything. When I finally did doze off, it was fitful. I kept waking up throughout the night with Paula on one side, and the two cats curled up on the other. Finally, I woke up again at five AM, just scant minutes before the alarm was set to go off, and reached over to deactivate it. Her breathing sounded heavy, so I assumed she was still asleep. Picking up Shasha, who was up closer to my chest, I moved her down near the slumbering golden boy, Georgio, then extricated my legs from under the covers.


  The linoleum floor felt cold under my bare feet as I padded to the bathroom and urinated. The stream was dark and yellow. A sure sign of too much coffee last night. I was nearing top condition and it should have been practically clear. At the sink I rinsed my mouth and splashed some water on my face, then glanced up at the calendar: I’d run for 125 consecutive days preparing for this match. I had sixteen more to go. Fifteen, actually, since the day of the fight I was supposed to just rest. Chappie, in his typical superstitious fashion, expressed concern about the fight being originally scheduled for the thirteenth, so we’d had it changed to Friday the 12th. But I didn’t care when it was, just so it got here. In the square for today’s date I’d written: job interview 0900 HRS.


  Oh shit, I thought, remembering George’s call.


  The hardest thing about getting up early to run in the winter is taking those first few steps after you get out of bed. I was tempted to go back into the bedroom and lie down next to Paula’s warm body again, but then I knew that I’d never get to that job interview, much less my run. Then I’d have to contend with both George and Chappie being pissed at me. I went downstairs to the basement and retrieved my sweat clothes from the makeshift clothesline. I dressed silently and quickly, with the rote skill developed through the many previous morning rituals.


  As I ascended the stairs, I thought about Paula. I wasn’t crazy about leaving her alone in my house while I went out for a forty-five-minute run. After all, what did I know about her? We were old lovers. We’d slept together last night. And, for some stupid reason, like the old days, we hadn’t used protection—necessary for more than preventing pregnancy these days. She probably wouldn’t have blinked an eye if I’d taken out some rubbers … But I hadn’t had any. And the moment had seemed so spontaneous. When I’d held her in my arms, felt the electricity of her fingers on my skin, it was like we’d been transported back through some magical window in time to reclaim something that had been ours long ago.


  Dumb. Very dumb. We both knew that there’d been a lot of water under the bridge. Or at least I should have known. Could I even be sure who she was anymore? But last night was now water under the bridge too …


  And as far as leaving her alone while I went for the run, at this point I didn’t really have a lot of options. I figured I’d wake her up and let her know I was going out running, and that I had an appointment to get to. Then maybe I could maybe take her out to breakfast, and then drop her somewhere. We could decide if we wanted to see each other again. But I was feeling the pangs of regret now, and wasn’t sure if I’d want to.


  After turning on the nightlight, I leaned over the bed and kissed her gently on the cheek. She snapped awake, then smiled and reached up for me.


  “Why are you dressed like that?” she said, her fingers curling around my hooded sweatshirt.


  “Remember I told you last night I was training for a fight?”


  “Ohhh,” she groaned. “It hurts just to think about last night.“


  The words stung me. Was she having the morning-after regrets too? Did she feel it was all a big mistake?


  “I have to go for my morning run,” I said. “I’ll be back shortly, then I can take you for breakfast and drop you off at home if you want, but I’ve got an appointment at nine. Okay?”


  She smiled, yawned, and said, “Sure, baby.”


  I stood and went toward the door. Just as I got there she called out to me.


  “Ron.”


  I paused.


  “It was … nice seeing you again,” she said.


  I smiled and muttered, “Yeah. Same here, babe.”


  At five-fifteen I headed out the door, almost six minutes later than my planned starting time, as I closed the gate and began my quick trot. The side streets were deserted, and it was still as dark as night. I had to really watch my step because a slip on a patch of ice or a trip because of a pot hole might set me back training-wise. Once I warmed up after the first half-mile or so, I didn’t worry about it so much because I’d be loose. Luckily, I hadn’t taken any spills yet this winter.


  None until last night, I thought.


  You know what they say about seeing old lovers: like déjà vu all over again. But this particular reunion had been so long in coming, it had seemed eerily strange. Like meeting someone you knew for the first time again. Things familiar, yet different. Very different. We just weren’t the same two people any more. Intersecting lives shaped by separate experiences. Separate lives. Separate lies. The experiences that you carry around with you and bring into every new relationship were there, but sort of like lost luggage. Every touch, every caress, every breath had been tinged with old memories, old delights, old pain … Remembering myself thirteen years ago, but suddenly thrust into a slightly off-key present with a stranger I knew, but didn’t know. Things familiar, yet different, all tinged with a lingering and overwhelming feeling of regret for what might have been.


  Chappie continually preached the virtues of abstinence to me when training for a fight. He’d tell me this story about how he was duped by an unscrupulous promoter into spending the night with a prostitute before one of his big fights. “Women weaken your legs,” he’d always say. “So don’t be layin’ up with some ’hoe when you in training, or you be paying for it in the ring.” As I tried to settle into my comfortable pace I heard his words ringing again and again in my ears.


  Finally, after the better part of a mile, I started to shake off my fatigue and let my mind wander. One of the side benefits of these early morning runs was they gave me time to think. The traffic was usually sparse, the air seemingly cleaner. Virtually no other people around. The darkness still cloaking everything, bathing it all in shades of neutral grayness. The only variations were the lighted business signs and stop lights, which introduced sudden bright flashes of primary colors into the predominantly gray world. Red, yellow, green, blue, and an occasional twisted pink neon shining like beacons at various points along the way.


  Unfortunately, my thoughts just kept coming back to Paula. My mind did a mock Bogey imitation: Of all the gin joints in all the world … Why did she have to step into mine? Glancing at my watch and I decided to concentrate more on my pacing. I was running behind schedule, especially in view of the fact that I had to drive downtown for that interview. Maybe Paula and I would have to hit McDonald’s for breakfast on the way.


  As I turned a corner I began running directly into the cold wind and struggled to pull the ski mask down over my face. In Chicago they call it “The Hawk,” and on cold winter days there’s no escaping it. Running in the winter was like fighting a war against an indomitable adversary. Each day was a new battle. I finally had to slip off one of the bag gloves so that I could adjust the eye slots of the mask. Packs of cars, their headlights shining in the darkness, were growing thicker on the main streets now.


  I approached Agony One, the first of the three hills on my course. My breath was a steamy vapor cloud in front of me. Droplets of moisture became frozen chips on my eyelashes, and my feet seemed to weigh fifty pounds each. By the time I crested Agony Two I felt the fatigue seeping into my legs and gut.


  Too much sex and not enough sleep, I told myself as I tried to fight off the creeping exhaustion. This was the time to push harder. When I got to the park I knew I had just a little over a mile to go, and one more hill left: Miss Agony. But instead of feeling renewed, I felt half-dead. Breathing through the mask seemed to make it harder, and the part of it over my mouth was covered with solid ice. The wind swept across the exposed park, and even though it was blowing from behind me now, it sent a deep chill through my body. I lifted the bottom of the mask so I could spit, and proceeded across the frozen white expanse, the brittle crunching of my shoes through the snow was the only sound I heard.


  When I got to Miss Agony I realized that somehow I’d made up some time. The chartered bus that always passed me near the last set of tracks rumbled by. That meant I wasn’t too far off my regular time. Or maybe the bus was late. I knew I couldn’t relax on this part of the run because I had to get across the tracks before any freight trains trapped me. A wait of fifteen or twenty minutes would just about kill my timetable, not to mention give me a cold.


  Then I heard it: the distant whistle. I knew I had no choice but to pick up the pace. Another adversary. Whenever this happened I tried to liken it to being behind on points going into the last few rounds. You had to dig deep and really come on. Go out there swinging and give it everything you had. That was why I sort of liked the unexpectedness of these early morning runs: there was an element of pressure that sometimes exerted itself and kept me sharp. I quickened my pace and headed for the tracks.


  The whistle sounded again, louder this time. Then the red warning lights and bells came on, and the long wooden arms began to lower over the street. I was about a hundred yards away and started an all-out sprint. My feet skipped over the two sets of tracks as the train whistle blared again. It was a relatively safe two hundred feet away, but the engine light still looked like an approaching cannonball.


  My pace slowed after I crossed the tracks and by the time I rounded the corner of my street I knew I didn’t have anything left for the ending sprint. Have to make up for it tomorrow, I thought. When I pulled off the bag gloves the steam clouds rose up from my hands as if they were on fire.


  Instead of going directly downstairs to hang up my clothes, I decided to check on Paula. I went into the bedroom, but she wasn’t there. Nor was she in the bathroom or kitchen. Then I saw the note sticking up on the telephone. I picked it up.


  Ron, thanks. It was nice. Had to go. Call me. P.


  Her phone number was under it. The yellow pages lay open to the taxi section. She’d left without saying good-bye again, but at least this time there was a note. And a way to contact her. If I wanted to.


  I set the note back down by the phone and wondered if I should maybe check my wallet. An ironic thought hit me. Was this what women felt like the morning after inviting a stranger for a sleep-over? Then I realized that I had tracked a lot of dirty snow in on my shoes, so I stooped over to unlace them. A thin stream of sweat began to pour out of my ski mask and onto the rug. I hoped this wasn’t an indication of how the rest of my day was going to be. When I went down to the basement to hang up my wet clothes, I couldn’t help but wonder why Paula had taken off so abruptly without even so much as a quick good-bye. I pulled the light chain and the radio that I have hooked up to the same switch came on, blaring Melissa Etheridge’s “I’m the Only One.” Just what I wanted to hear at that moment.


  Yeah, right, babe, I thought as I stripped off my sweaty clothes in time to the music.


  After my shower I heated up a cup of coffee in the microwave and slipped the two halves of a bagel into the toaster. I ate as I dressed, but kept coming back to the note by the phone. She’d used paper from my pad. As I looked at it I saw a faint impression of some unfamiliar writing. I held it obliquely toward the light and studied it. An obviously flourishing script style, very different from mine. It matched Paula’s writing, so she’d written another note after the one written to me. Always the detective, I found a pencil in my desk and lightly shaded the paper to distinguish the imprinted writing.


  What looked like SAM became visible, with another phone number underneath. I scribbled the number on my pad, thinking that I could run it through name and address later. But instead I crumpled the shadowed page and dropped it back onto the desk. She did have a right to her privacy.


  After a moment’s hesitation I picked up the phone and dialed the number Paula had left in her note. It rang three times, then an answering machine picked up.


  “Hi, this is Paula. Leave a message after the beep, please, and party hearty.”


  I thought of what to say as the recorder clicked on.


  “Paula, it’s Ron. It was … nice seeing you last night … Maybe we can do it again. Give me a call.” I paused. My home number wasn’t on my phone, so I doubted she would have been able to find it unless she’d rifled my desk which didn’t seem likely. But did I want her to have it? I gave her my business phone, which is handled by my answering service, and my beeper number too, but not my home number. At least until I decided if I really wanted to get involved with her again. Once burned, I thought.


  When I hung up I smelled something, then suddenly realized it was smoke. The bagel! I ran into the kitchen and pulled the plug on the toaster as the black cloud rose like a miniature three-alarm fire, and the ear-splitting sound of the smoke detector stung my eardrums. After extracting the two burnt halves from the toaster, I smeared them with cream cheese and munched them down anyway as I finished dressing.


  Now it was twice burned … In one morning, I thought.
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