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“Supernatural, perhaps. Baloney … perhaps not.”

—BELA LUGOSI,
in The Black Cat (1934)
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When trouble comes to town, it usually takes the North Shore Line. What with tough times down the Lake in Chicago, changes in the wind, Prohibition repeal just around the corner, Big Al in the federal pokey in Atlanta, Outfit affairs grown jumpy and unpredictable, anybody needing an excuse to get out of town in a hurry comes breezing up here to Milwaukee, where it seldom gets more serious than somebody stole somebody’s fish.

Hicks McTaggart has been ankling around the Third Ward all day keeping an eye on a couple of tourists in Borsalinos and black camel hair overcoats up from the home office at 22nd and Wabash down the Lake, the Chicago Outfit handling whatever needs to be taken care of in Milwaukee since Vito Guardalabene cashed in his chips ten years ago, though Vito’s successor Pete Guardalabene is still considered head man in the Ward, gets his picture in the social pages smiling at weddings and so forth.

Loitering in the alleyway in back of Pasquale’s Bella Palermo, Hicks can hear sounds of noodle-flexing sociability, smell spaghetti sauce and garlic frying and sfinciuni bagherese baking over an olive-branch fire, and it’s making him hungry, though this close to payday his lunch menu is a thermos of coffee and a buttermilk cruller stashed in a pocket someplace.

The explosion when it comes seems to be from somewhere across the river and nearer the Lake. Forks and glassware pause between tabletop and mouth, as if everybody’s observing a moment of stillness, and nobody seems surprised.

It’s still the topic of conversation a little later when everybody comes piling out into the street.

“Come up lookin for a little peace and quiet, next thing you know …”

“Startin to sound like Chicago around here.”

Everybody is looking at everybody else like they’re all in on something. Beyond familiarity or indifference, some deep mischief is at work.

Over the next few hours till the happiness twins are back on the train again, Hicks gets to hear a number of different stories, related to gangland matrimonials or hooch heists everybody’s heard about before, not much of it helpful, even at the combination drug and hardware store plus lunch counter known as Oriental Drugs, heart and soul of the East Side and Hicks’s usual source of reliable lowdown in Milwaukee, and sometimes lunch when it isn’t too close to payday, which sends him instead over to Otto’s Oasis, a speak disguised as a neighborhood Imbisswagen, with a refreshments list ranging from hours-old bathtub product to blockade-run imports of the real McCoy, where by dumb luck he happens to arrive next to the kitchen door just at the exact moment Otto’s wife Hildegard is bringing a platterful of free lunch items out to the bar area, so while others are making grabs at Hildegard, Hicks, still brooding about the Sicilian food back at Pasquale’s, manages to divert enough eats his way to see him through a couple more hours at least.

LATER BACK AT the Unamalgamated Ops detective agency, Hicks finds his boss, Boynt Crosstown, waiting on the doorsill, shoes beating a nervous eight to the bar.

“Flash bulletin,” grabbing Hicks and pretending to pull him by the neck-tie through the length of the shop and into his office, “just a minute’s all I ask.”

Hicks trying to stay professional, “Don’t suppose you happened to hear anything back around lunchtime …”

“Pineapples come and pineapples go, never mind that Santa Flavia Chamber of Commerce meeting, write me a memo, small change anymore, got us a ticket just in and it’s a lulu, I’m telling you this is the one’ll put us all swimming in the gravy …” and so forth.

“Wish you wouldn’t come to work when you’re like this, Boynt.”

“Sure, sure, well, this isn’t just daydreaming through the Depression for a change, I guarantee you there’s money in this, big money, I’ve seen it!”

With Boynt this usually turns out to be an illegible IOU written in pencil on a wet bar napkin. Hicks tries to keep the doubts out of his face.

“This time it’s the goods, right there on the table, and green? Wisconsin before they started logging it off should only’ve been this green.”

“Too bad about my mattress, already over legal capacity, corners of bills hanging out, sure you understand—”

“You always worked too cheap,” Boynt headwagging, “even before the Crash you were dime-a-dance.” Reaching for a switch on his intercom, “Thessalie, would you mind fetching us in that file?”

“Whole different tax bracket up there in Shorewood, you people, ain’t it.” Boynt has come in for a major share of the class needling around here, which goes on at industrial sewing-machine tempo and pretty much non-stop, ever since a page from his confidential file mysteriously folded itself one day into a paper airplane and went sailing into the room where the mimeograph machine is, and before you could blink, copies found their way to everybody in the office, announcing Boynt’s yearly income at a bit north of ten grand, plus profit sharing in a number of side ventures we may someday hear the end of but not anytime soon.

Thessalie Wayward comes breezing in with a file folder of some size, which Boynt opens dramatically. Hicks spots a familiar tabloid clipping.

“What’s this, ol’ Bruno back in the picture once more?” referring to local multimillionaire Bruno Airmont, known throughout the dairy industry as the Al Capone of Cheese in Exile since one middle of the night not that many years ago having packed a trunk full of banknotes and skipped, “Supposed to be taking it easy in a hammock,” Hicks pretends to recall, “some remote tropical island nobody’s sure which, drinkin Singapore Slings out of a fire hose. What’s up, retirement’s making him a li’l restless?”

“Actually this one’s more about his daughter Daphne, with whom, if I’m not too misinformed, you have some history.”

“Long time ago,” reaching smokes out of his shirt pocket, latching one onto his lip, lighting up. “What’s she up to now?”

“Seems your old romance has just run off with a clarinet player in a swing band.”

“Keepin busy. Last I saw, she was supposed to be engaged to some North Shore loophound.”

“Just off the phone in fact with that happy fiancé himself, G. Rodney Flaunch of the Glencoe Flaunches, acting as spokesman for an assortment of interested parties who’ve just hired us, and let me point out, for this crowd the fee scale doesn’t seem like much of an object.”

“And the job would be …”

“To locate Miss Airmont wherever she’s off to, smooth-talk her out of her involvement with this clarinet player, bring her back. Simple pickup and delivery.”

“Lot of fun for somebody, too bad that matrimonials, as you’ll recall, were never my line—”

Back when he was getting into the business, one of the first things Hicks noticed was how many pre-divorcées just in Milwaukee and Waukesha counties alone seemed disposed to linger over forbidden liquids, going into all the intimate details as if mistaking him for a lawyer that doesn’t charge much, with muscle thrown in for free, leading to romantic outcomes easy to imagine, except for the ones Hicks never saw coming, after enough of which he found himself more than ready to hand matrimonials off to energetic junior hires like Zbig Dubinsky, who regards the invention of the trouser-front zipper as a major advance in civilization and can put up with any long sad story that promises the least possibility of domestic cinder disposal.

Ignoring which as usual, Boynt continues.

“Except for your personal connection with the lady, of course—excuse me, what’s this expression on your face?”

“This? Close attention, I think.”

“No, if it’s anything it’s ‘poor old Boynt,’ and insincere at that. Who are you to act so virtuous? You’re the one with the glamorous, some might even say lurid, past here.”

“Making me even less qualified—”

Sudden commotion in the outer office now, as in through the door without an appointment comes running Skeet Wheeler, a flyweight juvenile in a porkpie hat, with Thessalie close behind attempting grabs which Skeet doesn’t seem all that eager to avoid.

“Hicksie! Ya gotta do somethin! You heard it, right?”

“Sure, everybody in town must’ve heard it, but what was it?” Anybody has the straight dope it’ll be Skeet.

“Stuffy Keegan’s hooch wagon—somebody rolled a bomb, blew it all to hell.”

“Language,” Boynt murmurs.

“Stuffy’s all right?”

“Nobody’s sayin nothin, the hush is on. If he hasn’t skipped town, if he’s still alive, he ain’t advertising.”

Hicks has known, at least kept a mental file on, Stuffy Keegan since his early career as a petty offender and eventually MPD snitch who can be bought for a song, which is seldom “Puttin’ on the Ritz.” By the standards of these times and this neck of the woods, Stuffy’s rap sheet, while technically criminal, is nothing special except for the number of paranoid lapses of judgment including the one that landed him here to begin with. Out on some otherwise routine run, possibly owing to lack of sleep, he began to observe in the rearview mirror growing numbers of law enforcement which, even if that’s what it really was, might not really’ve been planning to pull Stuffy over, or even notice him at all, but by the time he got to Waukesha it was too much for his nerves, so he found a telephone and called the police and asked them to just please come and get it over with.

“It was highway coppers, I tell ya, a whole armored division, lights ’n’ sirens ’n’—”

“Sure, Mr. Keegan, we understand, now don’t worry, we’ll take steps.”

Convinced there was something screwy about his rearview mirror, every time he looked into which now he had started seeing something he didn’t want to see, Stuffy traded in the rig he was driving for a REO Speed Wagon with a normal rearview mirror, soon familiar among the tattered convoys out in the wind between here, Detroit, and Toledo carrying a load typically of pint bottles, whose rectangular cross-section allowed more to fit into the limited cargo space, bought for $2 in Canada, sold on this side for $7 to retailers who then diluted the contents two, sometimes three to one. Return trips from Toledo often brought a wagonload of Lake Erie perch under ice, to be listed on local fish-joint menus as “Lake Michigan perch,” the real critter having in recent years been pretty much fished out.

“That rig,” Skeet looking forlorn, “got him out of so many bad situations … Called it his li’l tramp freighter of the streets and in the end a blown-up wreck with zero resale value.”

“Getting sentimental, kid, better watch ’at, once.”

Boynt meanwhile, having run his usual unsociable O-O of Skeet, “Recall there’s a Depression on, we can only afford so much pro bono work anymore, there was a memo, I handed you it myself.” Taking the runaway cheez heiress file, tapping Hicks gently on the head with it, handing it over and stepping back into his office. “Soon as you’ve had a look through this, Hicks, let me know what you think.” Doesn’t quite slam the door, but there is some emphasis to the way it shuts.

“Was that steam comin out his ears? Did I barge in on somethin again?”

“Nothin that can’t wait. New watch, I see.”

“Hamilton, glows in the dark too.”

“Pretty classy there, Skeet.”

“Can’t help it, she just thinks I’m cute. Her way of showing it.”

“Uh-huh.” As likely lifted off somebody staggering out of a speak, but with Skeet you never know, so Hicks only makes with the avuncular beaming. Skeet is one of the modern young breed of dip, no longer interested in the pocket watches of the old and inattentive, finding more challenge in lifting a watch right off of a wrist in broad daylight, where any trick buckle or extra keeper can slow you down by some fatal splinter of a second.

Skeet lights up a cigar stub that never seems to change length much, the very blackest of Italo fumigators, dense as a rock, goes out if you don’t keep puffing on it so after a while you let it go out, but keep it in your kisser anyway.

“OK, how do we approach this?” coming out of somewhere with a snub nose service .32, and pretending to check to see if it’s loaded.

“Gosh sakes, Skeet.”

“Kids’ Special.”

“You’ve been firing this thing much?”

“Only out at the dump so far. But keep your shirt on, one of these days you’ll be readin all about it on the front page of the Journal.”

Hicks used to talk like this back in high school. For a minute and a half he’s taking a bounce back in time, and looking at himself as a kid.

“OK, OK now, Skeet, now about this bomb, what’d be your guess?”

“There was some talk of a Third Ward type of person.”

“Uh-uh.” Out with the cautionary finger. “Still want to be a detective when you grow up, first thing to learn is keep an open mind. Maybe for the MPD and them, bomb always equals Italian no matter what, but in real life there’s bomb rollers in all parts of town, even among the German and Polish races. Now what about money, social life, how much does Stuffy owe and who to and is he carryin on with some big shot’s sweetie.”

“Love life among the grown-ups, better ask a newsie, you really want to know. Those guys are the ones that get around.”

Though Skeet doesn’t read the papers much, he manages to follow gang wars like some kids follow pennant races, carrying in his wallet a photo of Al Capone, clipped from the Journal, across which Skeet, or somebody, has inscribed, “To my old goombah Skeet, who taught me everything I know, regards and tanti auguri, always, Al.”

Mostly his news of current events comes from keeping an ear aimed at the radio and staying in everyday touch with the kid underworld—drifters, truants, and guttersnipes, newsboys at every corner and streetcar stop—who in turn have antennas of their own out. “It’s like Mussolini,” Skeet explains, “the little ones report to bigger kids, who report to me, then I report to you, then on up the pyramid.”

“And … the Mussolini here again being who, Pete Guardalabene?”

“You know better. Pete is no more’n mid-level, same for Joe Vallone—both bein run like everybody else in this burg by remote control from Chicago.”

Hicks and Skeet go back a couple years, to one of those spells of bank robberies and pineapple detonations that now and then would sweep through town, leaving civilian nervous wreckage in its wake. Hicks had put his nose into a recently stuck up bank on Wisconsin Avenue on behalf of a client whose bank account had just disappeared, either in the robbery or into some soon to be ex-spousal pocketbook.

Before he can find somebody to talk to there’s a sudden loud bang and people are running in all directions, screaming “They’re here again” and “Run for your life” and so forth. Hicks moves into a corner of the floor plan not likely to be run around in much and waits. No Sicilians waving sawed-offs, no smell of burned powder, no fire brigades or bloody casualties in the picture. Check and double check … he waits. Soon from behind an artificial palm tree emerges a small though energetic urchin with a pocketful of rubber balloons and a supply of pins. As Hicks watches, he stealthily blows up a balloon, ties the neck off, scans around for likely targets, notices Hicks has been watching him.

“Uh-oh.”

“Things in this town not jittery enough for you?”

“Don’t turn me in, mister, I’m only a kid.”

“Sure you are, you’re kiddin me right now, go on, get outa here.”

“You just saved me,” adds the kid, “from industrial school, Green Bay, maybe worse.”

“You still here? Go on, vamoose.”

“You may not pay everything you owe, but some of us do.”

Since then Skeet has just kept showing up out of the city mobility, quiet, unannounced, slowly to be revealed as a would-be apprentice with all the desire, maybe even some of the chops already, but still no idea what could be waiting just over the next doorsill, who thinks he wants, heaven help him, to be a detective someday. Not, he’s quick to point out, a common field op like Hicks, “More of a class act, like Sherlock Holmes and them.”

“There you go.”

“If it’s not professional,” Skeet figures now, “this truck bomb, it must be amateur?”

“Amateur, frankly,” Hicks shrugging, “ain’t nearly as much fun, short money, doubtful tomato quality, too much work, too little of a return—”

“Yeah, but aside from that …”

“You always need to go for the big time, kid, every time—ya listenin to me? Glamour! high rolling, high explosives, high danger level—”

“You’re some hell of a guide through the minefields of youth, Hicksie.”

Far as he knows, Skeet was one of those Christmas babies left in a straw box for the MPD to find. There were a number of these cop shelters all over Milwaukee where a beat-pounder could step in out of the cold weather for a minute or two—any longer than that, you were apt to be jolted awake by some phone dispatcher whose idea of fun is sneaking upside your head in the middle of the night and banging on a gong. The little shacks had hay all over the floor to keep those flat feet warm and door-kicking-ready, reminding people so much of the manger in Bethlehem that when the Depression struck in earnest it became a practice at Christmas for desperate parents to leave babies not only at church doorsteps but also in these MPD straw boxes, with hay all piled around. A Christmas crèche with beat coppers standing in for the animals.

Skeet came to learn about outdoor city light and how much and how little to expect from it in the way of comfort—plate glass window reflections, penumbras of lampposts at the ends of trolley lines to the edges of suburbs still officially to be named—haunting given stretches of sidewalk just as the shops close down and the girls come out dazy and chattering, cigarette smoke and perfume in the slowly more intensifying light of the evening street, immersed too deep in lives that Skeet could never quite see any plausible way to step into … A Milwaukee bildungsroman, as they call it locally.

Skeet was to bounce his way through a string of his mother’s domestic arrangements, motherly enough instincts but little to no judgment in the matter of boyfriend material, with unintended consequences few of which worked out well, though there were exceptions.

“What’s that smell? Like rubber burning? What’s the oven doing on 375 degrees?”

“I noticed you weren’t hooking into the pocket so good, Knuckles—”

“Tell me it ain’t so.”

“Wanted to get it really clean for you,” Skeet kept trying to explain, as Knuckles yanked open the oven door, revealing through the billows of smoke a reeking and out-of-round ex–bowling ball. “Oh—no, what’d I do?”

Which is where a normal Milwaukeean would’ve brought out some pocket revolver and settled things on the spot, confident that no local jury would call it anything but justifiable homicide. Instead Knuckles thought he saw an educational opening.

“First thing anybody learns in this town is never put a bowling ball in any oven over a hundred degrees, what kind of upbringing you been getting anyways?” Jerking his head dramatically at the now unrollable Mineralite blob. “That used to be a custom ball, cost me 20 smackers, kid, that’s half of what’s left of your childhood settin pins, nickel a game and be thankful this ain’t Cleveland, you’d only get 4¢.”

So began Skeet’s pinsetting career, which would before long come to be described all over town as “illustrious.” A tough monkey with a number of speeds to his gearbox, Skeet quickly learned his way around a bowling environment unforgiving as any on the planet. Meantime, Knuckles having bid farewell, presently a new gent appeared who turned out to be not so parentally inclined. The blissful pair moved up to Shorewood leaving Skeet on his own, and good riddance.

As word spread, Skeet found himself in demand for all-night private sessions, trusted by bowling alley owners to keep order and lock up and even to acquire his own small crew of assistants. The tips kept rolling in, literally, the practice being to stuff dollar bills into the thumb and finger holes and roll the ball back gently, even respectfully, to the pinboy. After a while Skeet began betting on kegler outcomes here and out of town and before long this had grown to a sizable sum which Skeet had the good sense to keep out of the stock market and inside a safe-deposit box at Northern Trust.

JUST AS HICKS is rolling a form into the Underwood, Boynt bounces back in to cast a disappointed eye.

“Starting a ticket, I knew it.”

“Pay dirt here,” nonchalantly, “Wait and see.”

“Uh, huh.” Boynt is wearing his You Poor Fish look, which he thinks is motivational, but isn’t. “You know what happens around here any time our productivity curve even thinks about headin down Illinois way, back office just sends in more of their time-motion snoopers. That what you want? Bifocal lenses everyplace you turn?”

“Relax, Boynt, I’ll keep this all off the swindle sheets …”

“Hicks, I’m a hard case, pity doesn’t come to me easily, but this is pitiful. These clients of yours—living at the edge of desperation, yet always managing to find you, and you know why that is, of course you do, don’t you, Hicks?”

“Prohibition?” Just a guess. Boynt blames everything on Prohibition.

“Because you’re a sap! A Board of Idiots approved and certified sap!—have I mentioned that before, I forget.”

“You mean in so many words?”

“Taken in by every two-bit crybaby comes pissing and moaning in under the door, no intention of ever paying on time, if at all, ’course not, why should anybody worry about overdue notices when they’re only coming from a sap?”

“Does this mean there goes my year-end bonus again?”

“Oh, and by the way, this truck bomb, before you type up your ticket? oddly enough I’m just off the phone with Badger All-Risk Fiduciary Life as well as the local Teutonia Society, and guess what, each of them just hired us to look into that very same incident, each thinking the other did it, and how’s that for peculiar, huh?”

“See, Boss? What’d I tell you?”

“When was that, I may not’ve been listening.” Boynt heads for his desk drawer, where if this was Chicago you would expect to find a pint of Old Log Cabin but here in Milwaukee it’s more likely to be Korbel brandy, a bottle of which Boynt now hauls out, looks at thoughtfully a while … “Nah, too early yet,” and stashes back in the drawer.
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The crime scene, turns out, is in District 2, down the south side. You can still smell it. In the middle of a big scorch mark sits what’s left of Stuffy’s Speed Wagon, blackened fragments scattered across the pavement, dozens of detectives walking around aimless yet thoughtful, including a few from the bomb squad. “Hicks, don’t tell me you too? Criminy, they’re all comin outa th’ millwork for this one.”

“Me and who else?”

“Federal kiddies that nobody’s ever heard of.”

“Not the prohis.”

“They look more like bootleggers, except the suits are cheaper.”

Skeet, tagging along, spots a ball bearing among the wreckage, slides it into his pocket.

“What do you want that for, could be evidence.”

“Steelies. These can bring up to a dime apiece. Chicago Latin kids, they’ll pay top dollar for anything. Why, you thought it was something sentimental?”

Back at the district station house, another of these eccentric midwestern cop outposts running to turrets, steeples, several colors of stone and brick ranging from cream to dark crimson, upstairs in the captain’s office, passing around a bottle of Mistletoe gin.

“IMOPIO job, no question.” Rhymes with Pinocchio.

“Howzat?”

“Infernal Machine Of Presumed Italian Origin.”

“Somebody got the radio on? Is that accordion music, why, it, it sounds almost like ‘Way Marie’ …”

“Well? It’s what they do, ain’t it. Remember these are the people who invented the meatball, the bocce ball—rolling objects, it comes naturally to them.”

“There’s the problem,” a bomb squad old-timer nods, “mode of delivery. Typical Italo whizbang tends to be absentee, time-delayed, slow-dripping acid, two-dollar Ingersoll slow-dripping acid, wired into the ignition, but seldom if ever rolled down the street by hand like it’s Bensinger’s Recreation out here or somethin, which any li’l pebble can throw your shot off, ain’t it, not the usual leaf-and-a-half special, capeesh, wanna roll it under a truck, has to be some local genius who can read this pavement like a golf green.”

“Or else precision-engineered, custom-built, self-correcting, maybe a li’l gyroscope inside.”

“You got it. Which is why this caper’s got German storm kiddies written all over it.”

“Or how about, somebody’s going to some trouble to make it look Italian.”

“Uh-oh, who let the deep thinker in?”

Talk unavoidably spiraling back through time to 1917 and the bomb that went off at Central Station, downtown.

“A wop football in the station house, for Chrissakes. Safest place in Milwaukee you’da thought—nothing could touch us. Headquarters, throne of God, no bomb would dare to go off.”

“Just after roll call, I’m heading out to the street—suddenly all hell. Go running back in, no lights, everybody screaming and yelling … it’s really bad, blood, smoke … Worst thing was, we did it to ourselves, it wasn’t even meant for us, civilians find it planted next to some little church in the Third Ward, some strictly inter-Italian beef, bring it downtown, instead of ‘Get it the hell outa here!’ the desk sergeant thinks some detectives might like to have a look, so it ends up in the assembly room, and …”

“Second thoughts about staying on the job after that, you can bet. Pull the hook early, get into a safer line of work.”


“But that’s the thing, ain’t it. Nobody knew what safe meant anymore.”

Hicks must’ve had a funny look on his face.

“Sure, Hicks, your Uncle Lefty must’ve told you the story a couple hundred times before, maybe to you it’s just cops, but there are things we can’t ever share with any civilian, whatever we hear downtown, whatever we don’t hear, it’s all a closed circle. We’re MPD. Ever since that fateful night it’s always the force are gonna have first call, before all others, forever. Does that include God? Maybe. Arguments on both sides.”

“Just about to ask,” Hicks politely.

ALONG WITH HIS soda-jerk career and a sideline in medicinal alcohol, Hoagie Hivnak runs unclassified ads you won’t always find in the Journal. Hicks, making his way past a couple of prohis collecting their weekly payoff, what appear to be large cartons full of ice-cream cones, gets to the Ideal Pharmacy in the lull between lunchtime and school letting out, and in the bright downstairs, the pleasantly chemical drugstore odor, multicolored syrup bottles, chrome fountain hardware vanishing down the counter into mirrored distance, finding Hoagie alone behind an empty counter trying not to drift into dreamland.

Grown older through Prohibition, Hoagie has still somehow not lost the adenoidal brashness of the prewar teenage soda jerk he started off as.

“Thirty years ago this was no place for kids, the words ‘soda fountain’ would send mothers all over town into fits, worse than ‘opium den.’” Leapers and sleigh riders one end of the counter to the other lingering all day over house formulas with cocaine as the main ingredient, once a common sight in Milwaukee till the spoilsports at the Food and Drug brought the hammer down, like a preview of Prohibition, “and now it’s all this wholesome family trade. Talk about depression.”

Hicks slides onto a stool and pretends to look over the menu on the wall.

“How about a banana split, everything except the pineapple, which I’m suddenly allergic to after that one the other day.”

The veteran seltzer jockey comes alert, and they commence their familiar novelty foxtrot, a bar and a half into which Hicks manages to find a $2 bill and, trying not to think of what it might’ve bought him, like lunch for a week, watches it vanish before Hoagie even touches it. Magic. “Still want the sundae, that’s another two bits.”

“Maybe just pull me a phosphate, now I’m suddenly on a budget.”

“Good call ’cause there’s nothin much to tell, heard it when it went off but down here couldn’t even say what direction. You know the usual racial categories as well as me, but in this case that truck wasn’t hit with no goombah grenade. Maybe you want to look closer to your own all-American type of neighborhood.”

“Howzat?”

“Spend your whole day around ice cream, you can begin to grow philosophical. You figure a state with two million dairy cows, a certain percent of that milk will be going into ice cream, nickel a cone, been that way forever. But it turns out there’s milk and then there’s milk. The kind you drink from a bottle is more expensive than the kind they use to make butter and cheese and ice cream out of. A two-price system is what they call it. Now we got syndicates of Bolshevik farmers looking to make it all one price, meaning the cost per scoop of ice cream goes up 70, 80 percent, next thing we’re looking at a dime cone, the banana split you thought you wanted goes up to 30, 40, 50 cents, no end in sight. Who’s got money like that to spend?”

“Sounds serious, Hoagie.”

“It’s civil war.”

“Over ice-cream cones?”

“Could be the one spark that sets it all off. Won’t take much. Milk is the universal American drink, ain’t it, bigger than beer, even in Milwaukee. Don’t believe me, talk to your pals up on Yankee Hill. Track down Bruno Airmont wherever he’s got to.”

Bruno. “Seriously?”

“Why do you think he skipped when he did? Maybe he heard somethin rollin down the tracks we can’t yet. You’re the private investigator, laughing boy. Go investigate.”
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After drifting around the Near North Side, putting his head in Smoky Gooden’s policy joint, passing some genial semiprofessional chitchat with elements of the MPD Morals Squad on their way in and out, listening in on a Bronzeville establishment or two, the Flame, the Polka Dot, the Moonglow, Hicks rolls into Arleen’s Orchid Lounge a little before midnight. As jake with the world as it ever gets, extra pack of Spuds in his pocket, truck just in from Canada, rain whispering on the sheet metal out back, and April Randazzo about to begin a set, sporting an indigo number from some rag joint in Chicago that isn’t Goldblatt’s. Doesn’t look bad on her.

Over the last year or so Hicks and April have become a recognized couple on assorted dance floors around Milwaukee and further down the Lake. Sometimes a camera girl will tiptoe up and snap them together dancing, and when the prints come back he’s amazed at how often the shot has caught April not quite smiling, that’d be too much to ask, but at least visibly relaxed, as if thinking the hard part of her day is over, one of those good-as-sincere surrenders to the swing ’n’ sway, the night out, the time she’s having so far.

They met at the Aragon Ballroom in Chicago, near the el, half a clam to get in, cork, felt, and spring-cushioned floor, palm trees, archways, tile, the Spanish palace courtyard treatment, secret tunnel to nearby Capone hangout The Green Mill, only white people allowed in.

First thing Hicks runs into is a floor patrolman in a tuxedo who’s just been prying apart a couple he thinks have been dancing “too close,” the male half of which has promptly disappeared, leaving a presentable young woman who turns out to be April. “All’s I’m saying,” gripping her sleeveless arm in a less than hospitable way, it seems to Hicks, “is you and your boyfriend wherever he’s got to might find it more comfortable at the Arcadia, Dreamland, the Savoy. Places like that don’t mind Lindy-hopping or the more experimental types of jazz band, but we have this sort of house policy, you see …”

“Problem here?” Hicks’s hands, ordinarily sedate, beginning to tighten into fists.

“Thanks, but I wasn’t looking for police activities tonight,” April in a whisper over her shoulder, “if that’s OK?”

“See what I can do. First of all, pal, you can leave go of the lady, and get back to your junior prom out there.”

“Excuse me—”

“You’re excused.”

Apparently having taken a good look at Hicks for the first time, the floor man nods and withdraws.

“Well,” remarks April.

“Yeah. Care to cut a rug?”

“Not here. Somehow this joint has lost its charm.” They end up eventually at a black-and-tan ballroom somewhat south of here where the music is closer to jazz and the dancing experimental as anything in town.

The band at some point decide it’ll be fun to play in 5/4. “Hey, it’s the Half and Half. You know it?” April turns out to be the first he’s met who ever heard of the step, let alone actually dances it, which according to Mr. and Mrs. Vernon Castle calls for a 1-2-3, 1-2 beat. The rest of the floor is suddenly unoccupied. Hicks and April remain, looking at each other, not for the first time but seems like it.

“Come on,” giving her a spin and there they are alone in a follow spot, April content to be led for a change, though she can count 1-2-3, 1-2 as well as this customer here who’s started putting in all these dips and hesitations, no doubt to keep her awake. Well. A break at least from the cement mixers she usually finds herself out tripping with.

At the end of the number there’s even a little applause. April smiles back and nods. “For years that was my dream—to be one of those girls in a nightclub scene, all dolled up, out on a date, across a table from some dreamboat, just a little out of focus, having the best time in the world.”

“Me, a dreamboat, really?”

“Or to put it another way …”

However, a few more dances and drinks on into the evening—

“Oh my! Is that for me?”

“Thought you’d never notice.”

A pause, which he has the sense to wait through. “Maybe it’s the time of night a girl needs something to hold on to.”

“Go ahead, it won’t mind.”

“Oh, of course that’d be only one extra problem for you, I guess, easy in and out, get it over with quick as possible …”

“Who said easy?”

“Could’ve fooled me.”

“Anybody around here likely to get fooled, Toots, it’d be me.”

Pretending to recoil in sympathy, “Ooh! Poo-uh, lay-umb! Can I help?”

“You mean, by somehow not playing me for a sap? You’d really do that for me?”

“No. Not even if I knew you better.”

“Let’s hope that don’t happen.”

Yeah, let’s hope.

She is squinting at him, suspicion all over that photogenic kisser. The full-scale Wabash Avenue once-over and then some. Has he ever been scrutinized quite this close before? Normally at about this point there begins to drift across the face of the broad in the scene a look of evasiveness Hicks has grown used to, followed by some form of “How cheapened has my life become that I have to put up with attention from palookas like this?” Except now, for once, it doesn’t happen—moments tick by as it slowly dawns on him that here’s a woman who’s finding a way to withhold her annoyance with him so skillfully that it’s invisible even to an old rejection whiz like himself. When did this happen last, a tomato he’s hardly met going to so much trouble? Ever? He could be paying a professional actress union scale to perform this small act of mercy, and here’s this April here giving it away for free. Not a thunderbolt, maybe, but at least a wave of gratitude slopping over him …

AS THEY GET to know each other better, Hicks discovers that though April is more streetwise than the crowd she usually runs with, careful with her money, not about to say no to a drink now and then, usually now, where her sentimental eye chart goes running off into a dangerous blur is in connection with married men. A gold-accented ring finger has the same effect on April as a jigging spoon on a Lake trout, especially when kept on while kidding around, good as a framed copy of a marriage license hanging up on a love-nest wall.

For a while Hicks tended to sympathize with the wandering husbands, although soon he found he was beginning to take it personally.

“Don’t know. I see enough of it at work already, don’t I. Crazy wives, jealous husbands, even when there’s nothing going on, it’s like they still want it to be.”

“How about you?”

“Just happy to see you when I see you.”

“Not sure how I feel about that.”

“What, I’m not crazy enough? You want me creeping around outside your window in the middle of the night? Cross-eyes? Napoleon hat? Got one of those, I could wear it for you.”

While not as common as a nose or needle habit, April’s married-man fixation does bring along its own set of health risks. Wronged spouses within easy reach of firearms can no longer be ruled out of the national domestic melodrama, where the list of everyday household appliances now routinely includes hardware such as the Colt .32 used by the recently famous Mrs. Myrtle Bennett of Kansas City, who in the course of an otherwise friendly bridge game shot her husband dead for coming up two tricks short on a contract, delivering her into headlines nationwide.

“Everything,” April has remarked wistfully to Hicks more than once, “right here for you, more romance than you’ll find outside the movies, until I remember this one little item, this ringless finger here …”

“So … when we’re kidding around, all that ooh, that aah, you mean that’s just an act? Thought you were havin a good time there. My sweetie.” Pulling out a hip flask from which he pours not hooch but some slow green liquid, rubs it between his hands, runs both hands through his hair as an intensely herbal aroma fills the room, begins to comb it into place …

“Putting some time in on your hair there, Sport.”

“A shine you can see your face in. Lasts for days, glows in the dark.”

“Show me,” reaching for the light switch.

“Hmm … maybe not as shiny as that. But long as we’re here …”

This is absolutely not the serious footloose-husband make-believe she’s comfortable with, too breezy, Hicks being the last type of dating material she should be getting anywhere near, in fact, but she can’t help herself. A big ape with a light touch. The light touch fools women into thinking he’s sensitive, which he isn’t.

“Nice thing with you,” sez April, “is I never have to be nervous about my stockings. Any other night out all it takes is him thinking about it and zing! Runs, like that. Price of a steak, out the window. Dollar bills with these li’l … wings on them. But you, all those pile-driver activities you’re so fond of and yet you never so much as put a wrinkle.”

“Shouldn’t tell me things like that, Cupcake, you know what happens. Now I’ll just have to get impolite about it.”

“Oh! You animal.”

“She noticed,” making a grab.

“Dammit now, Hicks, you ape.”

“Hearing that one a lot this week.”

“Oh, who’d that be?”

“Just one of those workday episodes, maybe somebody you know, maybe not.”

“How likely am I to know anybody at, well, your level, I’m sure, and stop that—you hear me? you’re making such a big assumption …”

“Me, I’m a perfect gentleman. You want to come on down off of there?”

“Oh, Hicks. If only you would just be married, to somebody, some nice girl, Lutheran, Catholic, don’t matter, Polish, Irish, long as you do the deed in a real church … Even got the hoop right here for you, shoplifted straight from the top sparkler joint on Wabash, your exact finger size and all, just waiting … Only get married, one li’l ‘I do,’ and then I’d be more in love with you than you could ever dream.”

Can’t help narrowing his eyes a little. Is she serious? “Yeah but, but ain’t there somethin … immoral about it, somehow? This wife I’d have to be running around on, this Polish trick, supposin I even fall in love with her or somethin, things like that happen, and what then?”

“Oh, but they all love their wives, it’s part of the deal. Something I may need to talk about someday with somebody, though maybe not with you.”

“So, these cute little hopefuls you keep sending around …”

“Sooner or later, one of them’s gonna hit the spot, you know, you might as well get prepared for that, ’cause you can’t hold out forever.” With the big smudged eyes.

“Check. Some beauty parade. Last one you tried to fix me up with, that Euphorbia? I’m still shakin.”

“Oh,” a mischievous gleam, “keep telling you, she had a license for that.”

“I can see what you’re looking to promote me into, don’t you know that’s a private op’s bread and butter, waiting all night across the street in the rain turning to snow for some window to light up and then go dark again. That’s a holy sacrament I wouldn’t wish on anybody, Toots.”

After raiding the icebox, waiting for April to finish with the makeup and so forth, Hicks sits gazing at a calendar on April’s kitchen wall advertising Mazda light bulbs, with one of those hyperilluminated Maxfield Parrish pictures of girls not what you’d call dressed for outdoor activities posing on rocks, in a steep and unforgiving landscape—cute, even innocent, but what are these two doing out here to begin with?

“And how’s moy, ick-oo pwoyvate dick?” April has this habit of unexpectedly squeaking into a high-pitched flapper voice which men then have the choice of pretending is cute and going along with, or remembering they’re out of smokes or parked illegally someplace blocks away from.

Always another big selling point about Hicks is how it’s never worked on him, the baby-vamp vocalizing, the off-key attempts to rezone the boundaries of jailbait terrain. Just about every grown woman in Milwaukee has at least tried it on, a few drifting so far into it that you could argue they never came back out again.

“Only one thing, um, April, is, not tonight with this, OK …”

“No ick-oo dirl talk? Ooh! Hicksie-wicksie! What’oo poo-uh Apwiw do?”

“Well, let’s see, you could do Louise Brooks, or Clara Bow—”

“They’re from back before the talkies. Silent.”

“That’s the word I’m tryin to think of—”

“Now don’t—”

“Don’t what again?”

“You no-account, you lowlife—Aah!”

“I know you do. Me too. Any time you say—high noon in Schuster’s window, shopping day of your choice.” As close as Hicks gets to blurting thoughtless endearments. The preferred way to deal with this kind of thing is grab her and start dancing to music on the radio, though of course the room really isn’t set up for dance numbers, you can’t get carefree with the kicks and turns, you keep running into lamps, furniture, slippery little throw rugs. Some call it clutter, April calls it “the nesting instinct,” something she must’ve read about in some dames’ magazine. Within four bars they’re sure to run afoul of an end table.

Just about then, on comes one of those motivational songs all over the airwaves lately about the joys of suburban married life. Hicks grabs yesterday’s Journal, rolls it into a megaphone, and starts to croon along,


When the shadows come driftin up the highway,

another day, another dollar, I guess,

Is when you’ll find me headin back

to that asphalt-shingle shack, and

my little Missus, Middle-

Clas-siness …

forget that gum-snappin gal from the gashouse,


’n’ keep your poutin pluto-cratic prin-cess,

Just gimme-that cute hootchy-koo,

I’m ree-ferring to, that’s my—

Little Missus, Middle-

Clas-siness …



[bridge]


No more Saturday nights at the hush-hush,

No more soakin’ my socks in the sink,

Now I’m all normalized, just like,

a mil-lion other guys, feelin so

satisfied, as we go slid-in’

o-ver-that brink, y’know,

It’s on-ly a bungalow, in Wau-wato-sa …

But oh, so

co-zy when the sun’s in the west …

Average mug, regular dame, oh did-I-for-get

to mention-her-name? Well, it’s

My little Missus Middle-

Classiness, oh yes, she’s—my

little Missus—



“You son of a bitch.”

“Come on, it’s only a song …”

“You’re in trouble, Hicks.”

“Long as it’s with you, Angelface.”

“You’re in big trouble and you don’t know it.”

“Fine one to talk.”

“Lounge lizards and wayward hubbies, Lunchmeat, forget all them, this time it’s serious.”

“To the great life lesson Money Talks,” as Boynt has often lectured him, “is now added Lesson Two—Romantic Partners Stray. For reasons that continue to escape me you keep questioning both these principles, which happen to form the bedrock of our profession, choosing again and again not to cash in whenever a sure thing is handed to you on a plate, and continuing to believe against all evidence in true and faithful love, although to look at you nobody’d ever know it. Another romantic chump.”

By the time Hicks understands he should’ve been paying closer attention to what’s been going on, the moment has arrived when April is using the movies as an alibi for her whereabouts, a regression to high school Hicks would never have expected.

“The Public Enemy, again? It’s three in the morning.”

“They’ve started running it all night, round the clock, young American womanhood, you know, we can’t get enough of that Jimmy, knocked all gaga in fact, plenty there to swoon over, case I haven’t drooled enough about him to you already.”

“Only part I remember’s that grapefruit really … don’t spoze you’d happen to have one around …”

EACH NIGHT IN HER GIG at Arleen’s Orchid Lounge, whenever midnight happens to fall, April sings what’s gotten to be her trademark ballad, backed by a minor-key semi-Cuban arrangement for accordion, saxes, banjo-uke, melancholically muted trumpet—


Midnight in Milwaukee,

Not exactly Paris,

Not exactly swilling champagne, twirling yer

cane, down the Champs-Élysées …

Ev’ry hour’s so blue now,

How much, can it matter,

Might as well be suds in a stein,

Any time, night or day …



[bridge]


Down along the Lake,

nothing much awake,

Till it almost seems …




[fill phrases from the band]


Harp lights by the shore

whisp’ring je t’adore,

how could it be more

than a doorway to dreams?

… even

in Chicago,

Any town but this one,

Couldn’t we be kids again,

With our hearts in Par-ee?

So long to Mil-wau-

-kee … Lonely

night-times, adieu … hmmm

Quite a dream, yes, you’d say,

Enchantée, bonne soirée … oh get away

from me, you—

ol’ mid-

-night … in Milwaukee …



“Back when I didn’t know any better, laying on the tremolo, thought it would get me noticed, what it did was drive ’em screaming from the room, till one day over the radio along comes Annette Hanshaw, and some curtain in my mind just suddenly goes up …

“Not another of these white thrushes who thinks she can sing—Annette thinks she can’t sing, may not really know how she affects people. Made me rethink my whole approach. Got to see the insincerity in it. Anytime you think you hear the least little vibrato from me—”

“I should kick you,” Hicks helpfully.

“Thanks, maybe lift an eyebrow anyway, that’d help.”

Even visitors in from Illinois grasp right away how much respect April rates around Arleen’s, enough to go easy with the yakking and tabletop sound effects and sometimes even look like they’re listening. The band personnel changes night to night, refugees from rooftop and upper-story ballroom floors in the area, pit bands from vaudeville houses halfway through conversion to talkie palaces, sidemen from territory bands, rotating between here and Chicago, depending on the whims of bill collectors, ex- and current wives.

If you stay late enough, everybody shows up here. Musicians out on the variety circuits drop around after their paying gigs to sit in with the regulars. Bennie Moten personnel in matching three-piece suits and two-tone Oxfords, including the new piano player “Count” Basie, from whom you’re apt to hear “Rumba Negro” more than once before dawn comes filtering up over the Lake. Jabbo Smith and Zilner Randolph going after high F’s and G’s not without some jugular risk, while in the back at any moment might be standing in
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