
        
            [image: cover]
        


 


 


Butcher’s Road

 


Lee Thomas

 


 


Published by Lethe Press at
Smashwords.com

Copyright © 2014 Lee Thomas.

 


All rights reserved. No part of this work may be
reproduced or utilized in any form or by any means, electronic or
mechanical, including photocopying, microfilm, and recording, or by
any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in
writing from the publisher.

 


Published in 2014 by Lethe Press, Inc.

118 Heritage Avenue, Maple Shade, NJ 08052 USA

lethepressbooks.com / lethepress@aol.com

isbn: 978-1-59021-470-1 / 1-59021-470-6

e-isbn: 978-1-59021-515-9 / 1-59021-515-x

 


This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters,
places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or
are used fictitiously.

 


Interior design: Alex Jeffers.

Cover design: Matt Cresswell.

 


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication
Data

Thomas, Lee, 1965-

Butcher’s road / Lee Thomas.

pages ; cm

ISBN 978-1-59021-470-1 (pbk. : alk. paper) -- ISBN
1-59021-470-6 (pbk. : alk.

paper)

1. Criminals--Illinois--Chicago--Fiction. 2.
Criminals--Louisiana--New

Orleans--Fiction. 3. Noir fiction. I. Title.

PS3620.H6317B88 2014

813’.6--dc23

2014006083

 


~

Also by Lee Thomas available from Lethe
Press

 


The Dust of Wonderland

(Lambda Literary Award winner)

 


The German

(Lambda Literary Award winner)

 


Like Light for Flies

 


~

 


 


For Jim Moore, a gentle giant

whose talent, good nature, and optimism I admire more than I can
say.

 


And John Perry, as always.

 


 



Author’s Note

 


 


I enjoy research and have done a considerable amount
of it to give this story some meat. Not only do I want a novel to
accurately convey the period in which it is set, but I also don’t
want to hear about all the stuff I got wrong from readers. That
noted, this is a work of fiction, and I’m sure I got stuff wrong.
Things have been tweaked. Rules have been broken. Regardless, I
hope you’ll enjoy the story, and if you do find errors, please let
me know. Future editions will benefit from your observations.
Thanks ahead of time.

—LT
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They used to tell me I was building a dream,
and so I followed the mob,

When there was earth to plow, or guns to
bear, I was always there right on the job.

They used to tell me I was building a dream,
with peace and glory ahead,

Why should I be standing in line, just
waiting for bread?

—“Brother, Can You Spare a Dime,” by Yip
Harburg and Jay Gorney

 


 


He who allows oppression shares the
crime.

—Desiderius Erasmus
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Chapter 1

Far from Home

 


 


Butch Cardinal stood in a rundown house in Chicago’s
Southside, enduring a tedious and one-sided conversation with a man
who would be dead in less than seven minutes. Since entering the
ugly room with its stained and peeling lime green wallpaper, Butch
had heard about sports, politics (both local and national), and the
weather, which had taken a turn to the snowy earlier that evening.
Normally Butch was an easygoing guy, even gregarious when the
situation called for it, but this one didn’t. The talker was Lonnie
Musante, a short and slender man with big ears, skin as white as
milk and a single lopsided tooth that rose and fell like a
guillotine behind the mushy curtains of his lips. He was an ugly
little man, but Butch had seen worse in his day. Much worse.

Before settling in Chicago he’d scraped by
doing wrestling exhibitions and strong man acts on the vaudeville
and carny circuits. On those stages and in those tents, in the
trucks and train cars, he’d interacted with variations of humanity:
the pinheads and dwarves; living skeletons, all transparent skin
and knobby bone; bloated and hirsute women; men with afflictions
Butch could hardly describe. The most profoundly disturbing
character he could remember was the geek, Despero. He was one-armed
and had fashioned a set of teeth from tin. He kept them polished
and they shone through his curtain of wild hair as he stalked
whatever unfortunate creature—usually a chicken—the show’s captain
chose to toss into his ring. With only one arm, Despero had taken
to kicking and stomping his chickens into a daze before shooting
out his bone-thin arm and grasping them by the necks. Then he’d
smile his cold-tin smile and commence the atrocity his audience had
paid to witness.

Butch preferred the work in Chicago, even
though it was miles from the life he’d once lived—a life of real
money and arenas and respect.

He’d been sent to Musante’s on business, a
simple transaction that should have taken no more time than a
handshake or a yawn, but the creep wouldn’t put a sock in it and
finish up their business so the polite smile Butch had affixed to
his mouth was growing tighter by the second.

“Why don’t you hand over that package now?”
Butch asked.

“Don’t you never ask why?” Musante replied.
The man stomped from one side of the room to the other as he spoke.
He acted nervous, like he was expecting Butch to pull something. “I
mean, you’re muscle for Moran.”

“I don’t work for Moran,” Butch said. He
remained at his place by the door, hands in the pockets of his wool
overcoat.

“You work for Powell, and Powell works for
Moran, so you work for Moran.”

“Never met the man.”

“What the frosty fuck difference does that
make? You think you only work for the people you know? You that
much of a knucklehead?” Musante asked. He paused, waiting for an
answer from Butch, who chose to remain silent. “Nah,” Musante
continued, “you ain’t that much of a knucklehead. Even the things
you don’t wanna know, you know. In this town you either work for
the Italians or the Bug. Now me, I work for Impelliteri and that’s
a straight line to Nitti, to Capone, but you’re tied up in the
Bug’s crew, so don’t you never wonder why Powell would send you
over here to make a pick up?”

Butch let his smile loosen a bit as he
silently wished Powell had sent him over to crack the
blabbermouth’s skull. It would have been quicker and the pain would
have been on the other side of the conversation, but he knew better
than to get rough with the member of a competing syndicate without
orders. He left the real thug work, the blood work, to men who had
sewn themselves deep into the gangland quilt. Butch wasn’t one of
them. To his mind, he was a bouncer at Powell’s club, and the other
duties—the errands, roughing up the occasional deadbeat—were just
part of the job description. He didn’t need any trouble so he
wouldn’t start any.

“I don’t ask questions,” Butch replied,
“makes life easier.”

“And longer, sometimes,” Musante said. He cackled out a laugh with
an ample spray of spit. Then the man chewed a bit, saying nothing
but crushing his lips together. He returned to pacing. “But see, I
do ask questions, even if no one’s around to hear me but the
roaches.”

“That so?” Butch asked.

“Figure people don’t ask questions ’cause
they’re afraid of the answers, right?” Musante said. “Their daddy
or their boss or their priest or their senator tells ’em a thing is
a thing, and they lap that up like starving kittens, because
otherwise they got to find their own supper. They gotta think for
themselves is what I’m saying, and that takes guts, which most
feeblos ain’t got.”

“Look, Musante, I don’t have all night. We
can talk philosophical some other time.”

“That’s the thing, Butchy.” Musante’s eyes
narrowed and his lips clamped down so tight his nose and chin
nearly met. “Ain’t likely to be another time. I got to asking
myself about this particular situation and do you know what answer
I came up with?”

“How about you just give me the package, and
I’ll show myself out?”

“Hold your horses,” Musante said as if
scolding a child.

Butch clenched his fists in the pockets. His
patience was running out of him like a stream of piss after a hard
night of drinking. He checked the grandfather clock in the corner
of the room; its walnut cabinet was chipped and scratched. The
glass face was cracked over filigreed hands that put the time at
nine minutes past seven. Butch had come in as the weathered device
was chiming the hour.

“You used to be somebody,” Musante said.
“Used to be a big deal on the wrestling circuit. Heard you used to
be the best there was, except for Simm.”

And he was a crooked pile
of horseshit, Butch thought.

“But you ain’t somebody anymore,” Musante
said. “Fallen good and far, ain’t ya? Powell probably brought you
in because he saw you in your glory days and thought he’d like
having you around. Thing is, you don’t belong in this game. You
might be tough enough. Might be shrewd enough. But you don’t belong
here. You didn’t grow up on our streets, and you don’t have any
threads tying you to anyone, least of all Moran and his
syndicate.”

“Musante, you’ve got three seconds to give me
something besides your lip. Then I’m putting your lights out. I’ll
tell Powell you held out on me. He can decide what to do about
it.”

The aged man kept stomping across the floor,
wholly unaffected by the threat. “Like I said, I got to thinking
about this situation, and I got to wondering what Marco Impelliteri
could possibly give the Bug. They say we got an all’s-quiet, and
that’s a fine thing, but that don’t mean we’re working
together.”

“Just give me the package, Musante.”

“And it’s not like Marco is going to be
sending a token of his gratitude to the Bug. We Italians aren’t
exactly known for our peace offerings, so what kind of gift is
Marco sending? Why are you here, in the house of a Southsider? Why
you, a thug for the Northside Bug?”

“Been asking myself that very thing for the
last ten minutes,” Butch said, snidely.

“Me, I understand,” Musante said. “I been
around too long. I’m tired of the rackets, and the rackets are
tired of me. I’m an old man and I’d be in the dirt soon enough even
if they weren’t going to… Even if things were different. Besides, I
get a few drinks in me and I talk. Never used to, but these days
these loose lips can’t stop a wagging once they get wet.”

“I’m guessing you had a few before I got
here?”

“More than three,” Musante said. This busted
the guy up, and he let fly another spit-drenched cackle. “Kills the
pain.”

“I’m just here to pick up a package,
Musante,” Butch said. “Give me the damned thing and I’ll be on my
way. I didn’t mean what I said about bustin’ your head.”

“Yeah,” Musante said. “I figured that. Saw
that clear as day two seconds after you stepped inside. That’s when
I figured we were both in for a nap, just wanted to find out why
Powell wants you sleeping.”

A tremor ran up Butch’s spine. He didn’t know
what kind of swindle Musante was playing with his head. He didn’t
like it though, mostly because he’d had the same conversation with
himself a few dozen times. He didn’t belong in the company of men
like Powell, men like Musante. Butch knew that. He’d taken the job
because he was tired of the road; because the money was a hell of a
lot better than the strong man act and wrestling exhibitions with
Mack Mack McCauley’s Traveling Wonder Show.

“Got you thinking about it now,” Musante
said. “If you’d’a asked yourself some questions thirty minutes ago,
you might be on a train to Nebraska breathing easy. Now I’m
thinking you best be happy with any breath you got left to take.
See, I’m thinking there’s a shotgun or a tommy outside that door
and as soon as I give over the package and show you out we’re both
going to be introduced to sweet St. Pete, so I figure I’ll talk a
bit, clear my throat and my head. Get a few things offa my chest,
because I’m ready to go, just not quite ready this very
minute.”

“You’re crazy,” Butch said, but the
confidence in his voice was gone.

He looked away from Musante, fixed his gaze
on one of the ugly green walls. It seemed to breathe, moving with
the sudden pulse behind his eyes. Disturbed by the illusion, he
dropped his gaze and caught sight of a deck of cards on the table
beside him. It was a tarot deck, the kind the carnie mystics used.
He didn’t like the sight of those either; most of the folks in the
medium rackets were okay, but he’d met a couple that had made his
skin shrivel.

He looked back at Musante and said, “I
haven’t done a single thing that was out of line with Powell.”

“Maybe yes. Maybe no. His lady like the shape
of you? You’re a big guy, lots of muscle, and your face ain’t bad.
She spend some time looking you over?”

“Haven’t noticed,” Butch replied. That was
true enough. “Only met the lady once and she seemed happy with her
situation.”

Musante walked to the corner of the room
where a rickety wooden table leaned against the wall. He snatched
up a bottle, pulled its cork and threw back a long slug. Then he
reached into the front pocket of his trousers and lifted out a
package, no bigger than a pulp novel, wrapped in brown paper.

“I guess I’m ready as I’m ever gonna get,” he
said.

“You really think you’re gonna get
snuffed?”

“Been around a long time, Butchy,” Musante
said. “I know what I know.”

“You’re nuts,” Butch said, stepping forward.
He reached for the package and noticed the tremble in his fingers
as he waited for Musante to hand it over. “If you really thought
that, you’d have skipped.”

“Where am I gonna go?” Musante asked. He
pushed the parcel into Butch’s hand and stepped away. “I got this
shack and a place on Lake Wisconsin. Had a lady friend up that way.
Saw the place and figured it wasn’t bad at all, dropped the cash on
it right then. Can’t go there and can’t stay here. Can’t hide this
face anywhere they won’t find it. A candle’s only useful while it’s
got wax. After that, nothing but a burnt bit of string, and that’s
me Butchy. They lit me when I was a kid and I’m all burned down,
just waiting for one last hot puff of air.”

Butch felt certain Musante was the one
pushing hot air. No man just surrendered to death; it didn’t matter
how little chance he had. Butch had heard this kind of tough talk
his entire life—from schoolyard friends and naval buddies—but it
was talk, empty chatter. You see a gun coming for you and you run
or you duck, or you try to talk your way around. You don’t walk
toward it.

The package in Butch’s hand weighed so
little; it could have been empty. And what if it was? What would
that mean? After another uneasy glance at the tarot deck, he shook
the package. The contents made no sound, nothing knocked against
the sides of the box. What could be so important? It wasn’t heavy
enough to be a meaningful amount of cash or dope. He stared at the
brown paper enveloping the thing as if a clue as to what was inside
might appear there. What if Musante wasn’t crazy?

Butch slid the parcel into the pocket of his
overcoat.

Musante stepped around him. The ugly little
man walked with his shoulders back, his chest pushed out, like a
cocksure grappler strutting the ring. At the front door, he grasped
the handle and gave it a twist.

“Hey,” Butch said, unable to shake the shawl
of dread from his shoulders, “wait a minute.”

“Nice knowing you,” Musante said as he pulled
open the door.

Butch didn’t even hear the gunshot. One
moment Musante was speaking to him and the next the man stumbled
back, following a mist of his own blood. Musante dropped hard to
the carpet. The next shot Butch did hear. It popped like a snapping
twig, and the second it sounded Musante’s body twitched with the
bullet’s impact, and then fell motionless.

Butch stood in shock, disbelieving. Musante,
the son of a bitch, had done just what he’d said he would. He’d
known death waited outside and he hadn’t done a thing to avoid it.
How? It wasn’t sane. Butch couldn’t figure it.

And there was no time to put it together now,
not unless he wanted to join Musante on the floorboards.

Butch spun on his heels and charged through
the small dining room toward the kitchen. The bare fixture cast a
glare of light over faded yellow wallpaper and wooden flooring so
old every plank had cracked like the fingernails of a corpse. Ahead
of him was the back door, a simple sheet of wood painted gray, and
he made for it with every ounce of speed he could muster.

The door cracked open before him, but instead
of rethinking his direction, Butch threw coal on the fire and put
more speed in his step. The guy who’d shot Musante was still behind
him somewhere, possibly over the front threshold and making his way
across the living room. Butch knew his only chance was straight
ahead.

Then he saw the second man just beyond the
opening door, and then it was thrown wide. Butch caught the
impression of a face beneath a cream-colored fedora: rounded
cheeks, black mustache, eyes growing wide and white as Butch
barreled down. The visitor held a .38, but when he tried to swing
the gun for aim, the doorjamb got in the way.

Butch bent at the waist and collided with the
shooter, burying his shoulder in the guy’s gut, doubling him over
with a blast of breath and a pained grunt. Once he felt the weight
of the man against him, Butch uncoiled and launched the shooter off
of the threshold. The guy soared, clearing the porch and coming
down hard on a pile of bricks barely hidden by the first snow of
winter.

Butch followed him off of the porch and
landed at a run. He kept his footing in the slick accumulation and
made for the fence at the back of Musante’s yard, never slowing and
never looking back. Gunfire sounded behind him and a chunk of snowy
fence popped away like a kernel of hot corn. Another gunshot and
Butch felt white heat rip the edge of his ear. Then he threw
himself over the fence, clearing it by a good four inches, and he
flew and he thought he might never hit the ground, but then he did
hit the ground, and he hit it hard enough to punch the wind out of
his chest. A rock dug painfully into his hip, and for a moment he
thought he’d taken a serious hit, but when he rolled away, he
discovered his leg still worked and the pain was already receding.
He scrabbled to get his footing on the icy ground and several more
shots rang out, but they came nowhere near him. The shooter hadn’t
even reached the fence yet.

Butch climbed to his feet and dashed across a
junk-strewn alley and through the back door of a tenement house. He
ran the streets without pause in a zig-zag pattern into the center
of downtown.

The wind cut and scraped. The snow kept
falling.

• • •

The killer stared at the fence, wondering how he’d
missed a guy the size of Butch Cardinal. His heart pounded like
pony hooves in his chest. He sucked in the icy air and pushed the
hat back off his brow, scratched his neck just below his ear before
replacing the Smith & Wesson in its holster. Done with the
fence, he turned on his heels and caught sight of Lennon, still
sprawled out on the pile of bricks, and it took him a moment to
realize Lennon wasn’t moving, The killer rolled his eyes with
annoyance. Leaning over the body, he cracked his palm against
Lennon’s cheek and told him to snap out of it, but Lennon didn’t
move. Peachy, he thought with irritation.
He shoved his fat fingers under Lennon’s jaw and found a pulse
ticking away.

After, he returned to Musante’s kitchen, took
another look at the man in the back yard and shook his head.
Pussy, he thought. Then he lifted the
phone from its cradle and dialed.

When a young female voice came on the line,
he said, “This is Detective Conrad.” He read off Musante’s address
and said, “Send backup, the coroner, and an ambulance. Officer
down.”

Then he hung up and walked into the living
room and looked down at Lonnie Musante. As he’d done with his
partner, Conrad jammed his fingers under the lowlife’s jaw and felt
around for a pulse. The skin was already going cold, and that was
good enough for him. He pulled the weathered Mauser from his
pocket. Since there was no way to plant the weapon on Cardinal,
now, he wiped it down with his tie and dropped it on the floor. At
first he didn’t like the placement, so he kicked the ugly gun with
the toe of his shoe, scooted it a little farther from the body.

Conrad returned to the back yard, where he
stood on the porch, looking at his unconscious partner. He figured
he should do something, but he wasn’t a fucking doctor. The stupid
son of a bitch wasn’t even supposed to be there.

He shook his head, lit a cigar, and waited
for the sirens and the hubbub. He ran his story back and forth
until he had it solid.

• • •

Exhausted, Butch stopped on the busy street, to get
his bearings and to catch his breath. His heart felt like an icy
metal glove trying to punch its way up his throat. He flagged a cab
on Michigan Avenue and climbed in the back, breathing heavily and
sweating under the layers of his suit and overcoat. He held a
handkerchief over his wounded ear. It burned and ached, and still
bled, dripping warmth down his wrist as he tried to hide the injury
from curious pedestrians. The kid behind the wheel twisted round
and fixed Butch with a grin. “Big night?” he asked.

Feeling exposed as if every winter-wrapped
shape on the street was gunning for him, Butch slunk down in the
seat and turned his face away from the window. He gave the boy, who
couldn’t have been more than twenty years old, his address on the
west side of town and said, “Keep the chatter down.” He’d heard
more than enough talk for one night.

With little success, he tried to think around
his temper, but the anger screamed in his head; it demanded bones
for breaking and blood. But who the hell had set him up? Musante
hadn’t been whistling in the wind. He’d known exactly what was
going down, and Butch should have listened. He should have asked
some questions of his own. Questions about Impelliteri, about
Powell.

He considered Musante’s suggestion that
Powell’s woman had made him a target; it didn’t fly, and neither
did the idea that one of the other guys in the crew—Terry or Hank
or Joey—would have something against him. He did his job—did it
right. He didn’t get into their business. He barely even knew them.
It wasn’t like he socialized with the men he worked with, didn’t
take much joy in shooting pool or trying to talk through the noise
and smoke of the speakeasies; he entertained himself with the
ladies Powell paraded through his clubs like cuts of veal on a meat
cart, but kept his involvement with them shallow, skin and banter;
he had no opinions to share about Hoover or Roosevelt. He went to
the pictures, went to the lake, went to the gym owned by his friend
Rory to keep his muscles up; ate his dinners at the Emerald Cafe,
breakfasts too. In the evenings he bounced the door at Elysium,
Powell’s upscale club off the lake. Every few days he’d get a
call—Joey or Terry or Powell himself. Butch would be given an
address; told an amount to collect or the description of a package
to pick up. He wasn’t close enough to any of those sons of bitches
to step on their toes.

The cab hit a hole in the street, bouncing
Butch against the window and driving his kerchief across his
bleeding ear. He bit down on a groan and squeezed his eyes
closed.

He’d find a doctor to stitch the wound, if he
had the time. Ears always made good show wounds; they hurt like a
fucker, and they bled enough to make a substantial mess—a fine
display for the crowds—but they weren’t much of a deal. Herb Tenor
had lost his whole ear, grappling with Del West and it hadn’t done
him in. It could wait. He had BC Powder in his room and a few rolls
of gauze and tape. He could patch himself up until he found a
professional to do the job right.

At his apartment house, the driver pulled to
the curb, and turned to face Butch, still grinning like he knew all
the secrets of the world. “You have a good night, mister,” the kid
said after Butch paid him.

The lobby of his building was icebox cold,
but it kept the wind off his face. Gloom filled the entryway and
staircase like ink, one hue of gray atop another coalescing into
fluid shadows. His landlord was a cheap bastard. All of the light
fixtures on the stairwell and in the hallways had been left empty
to save a few pennies on the power bill, and the heat came on for
about three hours every night to polish the edges off the icy air,
but the building was never warm. It was cheap, though. That had
been the point. Butch wanted nothing these days but to save money,
build a good bank. Chicago wasn’t home, just another place on the
road. Had he not just witnessed Musante’s murder, he might have
stayed for another year, maybe two, but that option no longer made
sense. He was leaving this particular place in the road as soon as
he cleaned up his ear and grabbed a few things, then to a hotel to
ride out the night. In the morning, he’d visit the bank, and then
the train station after that. From a distance he could make calls,
find out who he should plan to visit once the dust settled. Or
maybe he’d just stay gone.

This kind of life was for lower men, and he’d
only signed on because the world had left him few options.

He used to dream about another time, used to
dream about home: a sturdy house on good land in a valley beneath
endless sky. He dreamt of a porch and a comfortable chair and a
glass of beer. In the house someone put away dishes, or fiddled
with the stove or poured another drink, making him wait. But that
was okay, because in the dream they had all of the time in the
world, and in the dream there was warmth and there was trust and
there was familiarity—no transient acquaintance to be left when the
train pulled out of the station, no face to escape when lust was
sated and nothing remained in its place. He rarely mentioned the
dream to anyone, and on those few occasions he had discussed it,
he’d failed to make himself clear. Those listening believed he had
meant a return to childhood terrain when he spoke of home. They
mistook a dream for a memory, and a memory was no more a dream than
yesterday was tomorrow.

Childhood, his childhood, had been a cold,
ugly place. Back then he’d been called “Billy,” but he’d left that
name in Burlington along with his parents, his church, and every
other fucking thing he’d hated. In the Navy his shipmates had
tagged him “Butch,” and he’d liked it well enough. Like the tattoo
of the swallow on his shoulder, the name had gotten in deep enough
to stick.

His ear began to throb and ache in earnest as
he made his way up the stairs. The numbing effect of
adrenaline—minimal as it had been—was fading, leaving the sharp
screaming pain. He grasped the railing tighter until a wave of
nausea passed over him. In his room he sat down and waited for the
place to stop spinning, and despite taking immense comfort in the
soft cushions of his davenport, he forced himself to his feet only
two minutes later. If Powell had set him up, it wouldn’t be long
before Terry or Joey came knocking on his door.

Butch stripped off his overcoat, and looked
with unease at the smear of blood covering the right shoulder. He’d
need to clean that up before he tried booking a room for the night.
Most desk clerks knew to keep their mouths shut, but he wasn’t
going to take any chances. He removed the jacket of his suit and
loosened his tie.

After removing his collar and tossing it on
the floor, he made quick work of the wound. It was hardly a nick,
but it felt like half his ear had been taken off. Butch cleaned it
with a molar-grinding splash of alcohol, a square pad of gauze, and
a few strips of tape. From the shelf above the sink he opened a
pouch of BC Powder and dumped it on his tongue, hoping the pain
medication would be sufficient to quell the sting and the ache. He
washed it down with a pull from his tooth glass, and then he leaned
on the sink and caught his breath.

In the mirror, he saw a haggard face, wet
with sweat and wind blushed. He splashed his cheeks with tepid
water from the tap and ran a comb through his hair, pasting it down
tight to his skull, and then he dragged the comb through his
mustache and let loose a noisy sigh.

From the wardrobe, he pulled a fresh shirt,
and tossed the one he’d been wearing, its cuffs spattered with
blood, on the floor. Butch affixed a collar and cinched a new tie.
He lifted his topcoat to the sink. The parcel Musante had given him
made a lump in the pocket that bumped against his stomach as he
hoisted the coat. In his rush to get home, Butch hadn’t even
thought to open the thing. He removed the box and carried it to his
bed. His muscles went loose the moment he dropped to the edge of
the mattress, as if they believed the night was over. The feeling
couldn’t be entertained for long, he knew, but it would have been
damn nice to just lie back and close his eyes for a minute and let
his head catch up to all that had happened to him.

Instead he tore the paper away from the
package, revealing a simple cardboard box. He lifted the lid and
pushed air against the back of his throat like a growl. Just cotton
padding. The fucking package was a dummy, a prop in a game. Butch
threw the parcel against the wall and was surprised to hear the
clink of metal hitting wood. He stood from the bed and walked over.
In the gloom, he saw the snaking chain of a necklace, affixed to a
smudge of reddish gray. He bent down and lifted the jewelry.
Immediately, he questioned its value; it didn’t have the color of a
precious ore—not gold, not silver. The metal had a red cast, a
genuine red, not the approximate red of copper. It seemed to weigh
less than a strip of tin. Butch leaned to the side so the pendant
could get some light.

“Shit,” he muttered.

It was ugly and it was cheap, and as far as
Butch was concerned the box might as well have been empty. He slid
the thing into his pants pocket and then returned to the sink with
his overcoat. He scrubbed at the shoulder and cuffs to get the
worst of the blood off. Some salt would help scrub away the stains,
but he wasn’t going to take the time to grab any out of the
kitchen. Instead he rubbed with a wet towel, grinding one fabric
into the other.

When he returned to the living room he was
feeling better, felt like his control had returned. He eyed the
davenport, the rickety table in front of it, and the rug beneath
them both. Under the furniture was a loose board below which he
kept the bulk of his money; sure, he kept some cash in the bank so
he could write checks, but he kept most of his capital close. Butch
leaned forward and grabbed the edges of the table, but before he
hoisted it off the floor, he heard a ticking sound at his front
door. He let loose his grip and straightened up. The noise at his
door became a rattle and then silence.

Someone was testing the lock.

Butch remained quiet, easing to the side of
the room where he’d left his overcoat. Knuckles rapped on his door,
and a thin voice—Terry McGavin’s voice—slid into the room. “Hey,
Butch, open up. Gotta talk.”

Backing away, Butch pulled on his overcoat.
What little trust he might have had for McGavin and the other boys
in Powell’s crew was gone. He hadn’t recognized the shooters at
Musante’s, but McGavin had sent him to that house, and for what? An
ugly chunk of metal at the end of an ugly thread of chain?

Butch hurried to the far side of the room and
unlatched his window. He looked over his shoulder at the flimsy
table and the rug beneath it. His money waited there, nearly enough
for the good house on a fine parcel of land, but he’d have to
return for it. McGavin was turning the knob again. Butch had no
idea if the man was alone, but he knew damn well he was
armed—McGavin liked his guns, called them his “ladies.”

Though he tried to open the window quietly,
it scraped in the frame, and Butch shoved it upward.

“I hear you in there, buddy,” McGavin called.
A moment later, a shoulder collided with the door.

Butch climbed out and sat on the windowsill.
Another booming collision was followed by the creaking of
distressed wood. One more solid hit and the door would go.

Unwilling to face another gunman, Butch
dropped into the snow. He landed hard and a twinge of pain shot
through his knee, but he ran nonetheless, slipping and sliding on
ice and snow, and making his way far from the room he called
home.

 


 



Chapter 2

Wake Me When It’s Over

 


 


Hours later, Detective Roger Lennon opened his eyes
and instantly regretted the decision. Beside the hospital bed was a
small lamp with an exposed bulb. Needles of discomfort and a penny
nail of serious misery drove into the back of his right eye. Then
the other pains surfaced. His skull felt like a bag of shattered
glass, every edge and point scraping raw nerves. He groaned and
reached for his head and groaned again. Another mistake. His back
felt like it had been used for punting practice. After lowering his
hand, he remained as still as he could, trying to figure how he’d
made his way from a State Street speakeasy to a hospital bed.

After a shift, far quieter than most, he’d
gone to the Zenith Club and had been throwing back shots of
Canadian whiskey. As Lennon drank, the piano player tapped out a
dreary rag on the upright against the back wall, his shoulders and
arms moving sinuously behind a cloud of blue-gray smoke, his head
locked in a downward and cocked position. Lennon was eyeing one of
the new girls, who worked the tables on that side of the room. She
wore a snug dress in a shade of pale green that reminded Lennon of
pond water. Her eyes were big and her legs were fine, and Lennon
watched, smiling against his glass, as the waitress fumbled with a
lighter, trying to produce a flame for the cigarette of another
detective, who worked homicide on the Southside.

His name was Smith, and he was built like a
football, wide in the middle, with a head that looked absurdly
small on his shoulders. Because of his portly build, the suit he
sported had to have been finely tailored so the buttons on his
jacket didn’t pull trenches across the lapels.

Lennon knew Smith was on a couple of
payrolls: one was the city’s; the other was the Northside gang’s:
“Bugs” Moran’s Irish crew. The Italians and the Bug had split the
entire city, and that included the city’s employees. Lennon himself
collected an envelope once a week, but his bonus came from the
Italians on the Southside, once ruled, and some said still ruled, from a prison cell by Al Capone. Between
that and his salary, Lennon could still barely stay in the black.
The house his wife wanted, the clothes she wanted for their
daughters and herself—damned if he could rub a couple of dimes
together by the time payday came around again. He certainly
couldn’t afford a suit the quality of Smith’s.

He ordered another drink from a waitress who
wasn’t nearly as fresh as the girl in green. Then his partner, Curt
Conrad, appeared beside him, shuffling into view like a diseased
rhino. The fat man pinched a cigar between two sausage-plump
fingers and carried his hat in his fist. Conrad sat down, and they
started gabbing.

But Lennon couldn’t remember what they had
talked about. It hurt to try like his thoughts were weighty
bastards, and they tromped on the broken glass in his skull as he
attempted to line them up.

He’d been in a bar.

Now he lay in a bed.

With as much care as he could muster, he
rolled his head on the pillow so he no longer faced the scalding
light, and Lennon opened his eyes again. In the chair by the door,
his wife Edie sat slumped. She was sleeping. Her hands rested in
her lap: one clutched a wadded kerchief, and the other draped over
her handbag, which in the gloom resembled a napping black cat.
Briefly he wondered where his daughters were. Normally, Edie never
let Gwendolyn and Bette out of her sight—not that a night in the
hospital had anything in common with normal.

Lennon sensed movement in the hallway, hisses
and mutters and displacements of light that might have been shadows
or just defects in his vision. Across the corridor, the silhouette
of a woman appeared in a doorway a moment before it closed.

Lennon wondered if he was dreaming because
nothing he saw was in focus. Nothing felt solid, except for the
pain. The pain felt hard and hot, but aches could slip into
dreaming minds, couldn’t they? A tickle of panic went through him.
He vaguely remembered a determined face bearing down, remembered
the collision of muscle and bone and the sensation of swimming
backwards, and then nothing. What if Lennon wasn’t in the hospital
at all, but only dreaming of it? What if he were still lying in
that yard with his head split open and his brains leaking into the
snow? His panic swelled. He struggled against it, called out for
Edie, and at first she didn’t move, and Lennon felt certain he was
trapped in a terminal dream. He bolted up in the hospital bed and
the pain coalesced unbearably; so much so that he answered it with
a harsh, gravelly shout, which seemed to do the trick.

“Roger!” Edie cried. Fright broke her voice
as she bolted from the chair.

A squad of men appeared in the doorway behind
her, and they all rushed in, and suddenly he was surrounded by
familiar faces, many of whom smiled to see him awake. And then
there was talking—ridiculous questions about how he felt—and
finally Curt Conrad, his partner, a man he’d never considered
particularly compassionate or bright, told the crowd he was getting
a doctor, and Lennon thought that was a fine idea.

Edie sobbed into his neck, and he wished he
could get his mind off of the pain long enough to appreciate her
concern, but her hair smelled pungently of floral perfume and the
scent all but made him gag. He coughed and each spasm was like
getting slugged by a heavyweight. A wave of gratitude ran through
him when the doctor entered the room and cleared it of well-wishers
before setting into his examination, which consisted of simple
questions (How many fingers am I holding
up?) and a bright beam of light drilling through Lennon’s
retina and into whatever part of his brain telegraphed anguish.

“Detective Lennon,” the doctor said, “Do you
remember the events leading up to your injury?”

There was a girl in a green dress that
reminded him of pond water, and then a man with a determined jaw
was closing in, only steps away, and then he thought about water
again.

Swimming. Sinking.

“Not really,” Lennon said. “Bits.
Pieces.”

“That’s natural enough. You took a nasty blow
to the back of the head. Your memory got rattled. You might have
even lost some of it for good. It’s hard to say in these cases.
Just don’t let it worry you. You seem to be functional. We’ll want
to keep you awake for at least a few hours to make sure you remain
responsive. I’m afraid you’ll have to suffer through without
morphine at least for the time being. We don’t want to addle your
mind with drugs until we know the extent of the damage.”

“How about aspirin?”

“Not until we’re sure you’re not hemorrhaging
internally.”

“When will you know that?”

“Another couple of hours should do it.”

“And if I am bleeding into my skull?”

“Don’t worry yourself, Detective Lennon,” the
doctor said. “In these cases, if you can open your eyes, you’re
probably just fine. This is all just precaution.”

The doctor patted Lennon’s forearm and left
the room. Then Edie returned, handkerchief to her face, still
crying. She quickly resumed her place against his neck, smothering
him with the scent of lilacs.

“That’s enough, now,” he whispered into her
ear. He didn’t dare lift his arms to try to push her away, though.
The more alert he became, the sharper the pain. “Come on,
sweetheart. Ease off. I’m one big bruise.”

Edie pulled away, and Lennon was struck by
the panic in his wife’s eyes. Edie was fragile and unworldly; she’d
never really grown up, had never endured anything more than
imagined discomforts. Swaddled in a soft environment, she couldn’t
imagine a life without her husband.

To his complete surprise, Roger realized he
hated her in that moment. Her tears were accusations, prosecuting
him for being wounded, for being weak. He could have died, and her
wet eyes asked, “What about me? Did you ever think what would
happen to me?” The grim emotion disturbed him with its suddenness
and virility. And the grief in his wife’s eyes only fueled his
irritation, because he knew he was bound to fail her. In Edie’s
world, heroes were bronze statues, impervious and static. Her
heroes never bled, they never fell down. But he couldn’t live on a
pedestal; he couldn’t be a radio-drama husband who said and did all
of the right things, and made promises that would last forever
because the show needed to end on a high note and Frances Langford
was singing them out.

Quit looking at me like I’m
disappointing you, he thought.

“Gwendolyn and Bette are with my parents,”
Edie told him, expectantly as if waiting for congratulations for
having made a sound decision on her own. “When Curtis called, I was
beside myself, so I called mother and…” Edie rolled her eyes and
sniffed gingerly and tried to smile. “And I haven’t even asked how
you feel? I’m so sorry. Darling, are you okay?”

“You know those headaches you get that keep
you in bed?” Lennon asked.

“Of course.”

“Like that, only scalp to sole.”

“Won’t they give you anything for the pain?
They must have something.”

“No,” he replied. “Not just now.”

“How can they just let you suffer?”

Please go away, he
thought.

“Roger,” Edie asked, sounding one part
concerned and one part perturbed.

“They have to wait with head wounds. It won’t
be long. It’s okay.”

Curt Conrad appeared in the door behind
Lennon’s anxious wife, and for the first time in years, Lennon was
glad to see his partner. He couldn’t shake the way Edie was making
him feel. His irritation with her grew with every tear she attacked
with her handkerchief. He should have been grateful for her
concern, thankful that she needed him so completely, but he was
stuck with the rigid pain and it was staining his mood.

“Come on in, Curt,” he said.

Startled, Edie twisted at the waist to watch
Conrad waddle into the room.

“Honey,” Lennon said, “I need to talk with
Curt—about last night.”

“Have you caught that animal, yet?” Edie
asked.

“No, ma’am,” Conrad said.

“Are you even looking?” Edie demanded.

Conrad stopped and fixed Edie with a hard
glare. He pulled the stump of cigar from his lips and said, “Road
blocks. Train station. Lakefront. Nobody’s getting out of this
city.”

“As it should be,” Edie said, apparently
satisfied that his colleagues were taking her husband’s treatment
seriously. She turned back to Lennon and said, “Can I bring you
anything?”

“Not just now,” he said.

Edie dipped forward and kissed Lennon’s
cheek, filling his nose with her awful perfume one more time before
telling him that she would be back soon and that she loved him. As
she left she turned her head away from Conrad as if he were a hobo
making lewd remarks and stormed out of the room.

“Lennon,” Conrad said, grasping the back of a
chair. He slid it toward the bed and asked, “How’s your skull?”

“Still attached,” Lennon replied. “You want
to tell me how I got here?”

“What do you remember?” Conrad asked. In the
chair, he stared at his hands, seeming more interested in the dirt
under his nails than Lennon’s response.

“We were at a house,” Lennon said.

“Yeah,” Conrad said, nodding. “You know whose
house it was?”

“No. I don’t even know why we were
there.”

Conrad hummed deep in his throat. “Guy’s name
was Musante,” he said. “I got word that someone wanted him dead,
and it wasn’t the wops. Impelliteri sent us over to keep an eye on
him and make sure nobody tried to take him out.”

“I thought we stayed out of that shit,”
Lennon said.

“We do,” Conrad told him, using his thumbnail
to dig beneath the nail of his middle finger. He hadn’t looked at
Lennon since taking the chair. “I told Marco it was a one-time
thing. A favor. I like it when he owes me favors. So we drive over
and park outside and not much happens for about twenty minutes and
I get to thinking that maybe Musante is already face down. So I
take the front; you take the back. Next thing I know, bang bang. I go in, but the perp is already
fast-assing it out the back, where he introduced himself to you.
Hopped a fence, and…”

“And what?” Lennon asked.

“And nothing. He was gone. I got off a few
shots, but there was no way I was going to catch him. Cardinal may
be big, but it doesn’t slow him down none.”

“You already identified the guy?”

“Sure,” Conrad said, flicking a bit of filth
from his thumbnail to the floor. “Got his name on the radio fast.
William Cardinal. ‘The Butcher.’ That wrestler who does muscle work
for Powell and Moran. He’s not going anywhere. Like I told the
missus, roadblocks are in place. Train station is covered. If we
don’t get him, the wops will.”

Son of a bitch,
Lennon thought. He’d seen Cardinal in the ring. The match had gone
on for nearly three hours, until the Butcher had managed to take
down Dicky Reed once and for all. Lennon remembered it as one hell
of a match. The corners of his mouth ticked up in a grin.

“Something funny?” Conrad asked, finally
looking at him.

“Not much,” Lennon said. “I just feel better
knowing I got my ass tossed by a pro like Cardinal.”

“You can pay your respects soon enough.”

“He should have stayed on the mats.”

“Yeah, well, a million shoulds aren’t worth a
speck of moth shit. He’s gonna have his face plastered all over the
papers—name all over the radio. He’ll be in a cage or ice cold or
both by this time tomorrow.”

 


 



Chapter 3

A Lovely, Simple Frame

 


 


Butch Cardinal wasn’t dreaming of home; he wasn’t
dreaming at all. He’d dozed off only an hour ago, and now a door
creaked open and a flashlight cast glare over him. In the beam of
light, he saw the snub nose of a revolver, and his muscles
tensed.

Blinking and squinting against the torch’s
blaze, he lifted his hands, partly to keep the light from his eyes
and partly in surrender. He’d thought the gym would make a safe
place to flop. Only now was it occurring to him that safety was a
thing of the past.

“Get up,” a rough yet familiar voice
said.

“Rory?” Butch asked.

“Are you expecting someone else?”

Relief flowed through him. Rory “Ripper”
Sullivan was one of the few people Butch knew in Chicago outside of
the rackets. They’d met on the legit wrestling circuit as
Sullivan’s career in the ring was ending and Butch’s was just
building steam. The man had acted as Butch’s mentor for half a
year, before calling it quits and buying this building in Chicago.
Rory lived in the apartment above the gym with his daughter, Molly.
Without enough cash in his pocket for a room at the Y, let alone a
hotel, Butch had taken a cab north, putting a good amount of
distance between himself and his room. With no place else to go,
he’d made his way to Ripper’s Gym.

He sat up and swung his feet off the side of
the cot.

“And that’s as far as you go,” Rory said. The
gun slid closer as if riding the beam from the lantern.

“What’s this about?” Butch asked.

“I think you’ve got about two seconds to
answer that question yourself,” Rory said. “I’ve been hearing
things. In fact, it’s about all I can find on the radio. Now, I
want to hear some things from you about a guy named Musante.”

Butch stiffened. Had Musante’s murder already
made the news?

“I don’t understand,” Butch asked.

“You don’t understand,” Rory mocked. He
ratcheted on the overhead fixture and turned off the flashlight.
Rory was on the short side, but he looked like he’d been carved out
of stone, with a wide chest, thick arms and a square face. The gym
had been more than a business for Rory; it had been an obsession.
Even in his advanced years, Rory had the musculature of a fighter
in his prime. Cold blue eyes stared out beneath white brows. His
chin was notched. Normally, when he spoke only a ghost of his Irish
accent was apparent, but the angrier he got the more pronounced his
brogue became. “The likes of Powell aren’t nothing but poison and
gristle, and you would have known that if you’d ever listened to
me. Now start talking.”

Butch explained what had happened at
Musante’s in as much detail as he could manage. Reciting it back to
Rory, hearing it all out loud, Butch found every moment
implausible. Unreal. Rory wasn’t helping much. His face was like a
mask, showing no more emotion than he would if he were listening to
someone complaining about the fish at a restaurant he had no
intention of visiting. Butch ended the story and leaned forward
making a bridge of his hands and resting his upper lip against
it.

“And you came here?” Rory said, dryly. He
leaned against the doorjamb and shook his head. “I can’t have you
here.”

“I’m not looking for a hideout, Rory,” Butch
said. “I just didn’t know where else to go.”

“Tell me about the cops.”

“What cops? After the shooter killed Musante,
I ran. I didn’t stick around until the cops came.”

“You dumb sack of horse meat,” Rory said,
“The shooters were the cops.”

Butch looked up stunned. “That isn’t right.
Not right at all. How do you figure?”

“Because your name’s all over the radio. The
cops said they walked in on the murder, so if you didn’t do it,
then they did.” The Irishman lowered the gun and stepped away from
the door. “Get your kit together and come on out to the office.
I’ll put some coffee on.”

“I should go,” Butch muttered as if speaking
to himself. Rory didn’t need this kind of trouble.

“Oh, you’ll go. But it sounds like you’re up
to your eyes, and the only thing panic is going to get you is more
panic. So let’s take a few minutes to think things through before
you go tearing out of here.”

“Sure,” Butch said. “Thanks.”

“Don’t thank me,” Rory said, “My opinion
isn’t going to change your luck. They’re still going to fry your
ass if they get their hands on you.”

With that, Rory left the doorway and a
stunned Butch, who covered his face with his palms and scrubbed
viciously as if his troubles were a film of dirt he could remove
with a bit of elbow grease. Except these troubles were in deep, a
stain. If Musante was right, Butch should have been dead on the
floor alongside the ugly old man. But why?

He pushed himself off of the cot and
stretched out his back. A twinge of pain shot up his left knee from
where he’d landed in the alley after escaping his apartment.
Compared to his ear, which stung like hell, the minor twinge was
hardly a concern. He shook it out and walked through the lighted
gym. In the office, Rory had already set a percolator on the
electric burner he kept on top of his filing cabinet. Photographs,
yellowing newspaper clippings, and post bills with Ripper
Sullivan’s name printed in big black letters cluttered three of the
walls. A half wall, open from waist level to ceiling, squared off
the fourth side of the room. Rory kept his desk against the
partition so he could collect dues from the men entering the gym
and so he could keep an eye on his equipment. Unlike the walls, the
desktop was clear—the wood dry and split like Lonnie Musante’s
kitchen floor.

“I didn’t mean to bring this mess in here,”
Butch said. “I should get going.”

“Sit your rump down,” Rory said.

Butch hesitated. He wrung his hands and then
smoothed the hair on the back of his head.

“Sit,” Sullivan repeated. Butch did as he was
told. “What did I always say about the first thing you do when you
get into a ring?” Rory asked. “And I don’t mean that exhibition
nonsense; I mean a real match.”

“Size up your opponent,” Butch said.

“That’s right. Glad you remembered something
useful.”

“But how am I supposed to size this up? None
of it makes sense. The Irish? The Italians? The cops? I haven’t
stepped wrong since I got into town, haven’t skimmed so much as a
nickel. I play the game clean.”

“Bodies stacking up in barber shops and on
the sidewalks and you think it’s a game?”

“You know what I mean.” He wasn’t in the mood
for a semantics lecture. Any lecture.

“No, I don’t,” Rory snapped. “I don’t know
what you mean. Fill me in. How is this a game, Butch? I offered you
work at the gym five minutes after you settled in town. Solid work.
Real work. I told you to get away from Powell, but you laughed.
What did you tell me? You told me you weren’t really involved.”

“I’m not,” Butch said. “I bounce at his club,
and sometimes I collect a few bucks.”

“Every tooth in a shark’s mouth is involved.
You think you just go along for the ride and no blood gets on
you?”

Butch lowered his head. He felt cornered, and
a hot rage boiled up the back of his skull. “Rory, we should talk
about something else.”

“You telling me I’m wrong?”

“No,” Butch said. He couldn’t even comfort
himself with denial. Like Rory said, he was in the shark’s mouth
and he was there of his own choosing, but Jesus if that explained
what was happening to him. “The other way around. I know you’re
right and it makes me gut sick. But it’s done. Now I’ve got to deal
with it. That doesn’t mean I have to go over it a hundred
times.”

“Well, you don’t have the luxury of letting
this one slide, Butch. You need to size up your opponent and find a
hold that’ll take him down.”

“Between the cops and the gangs there are
about two thousand opponents, Rory. And if you heard about this on
the radio, then that number is just getting bigger while I sit
here.”

“So what’s your plan?”

“I don’t know.”

Rory lunged forward and slapped the side of
Butch’s head. “You’d better know something, Butch. Now what’s your
plan?”

Grateful his friend hadn’t hit his bad ear,
but distracted by a ringing the attack had brought to his head,
Butch sat back in the chair. How could he have a plan? He’d only
just found out the extent of his problems. Rory crossed his arms
and sat up straight and glared, wanting an answer. He had to say
something.

“I’m going back to my room. I’ve got some
money stashed there. When the bank opens, I’m going to get that
money out, too, and then take a train east. I’ll catch a boat, go
back to Paris. I did a tour there…know some people. I can lay
low.”

“Except you can’t,” Rory countered. He stood
and poured coffee into two tin cups. He handed one to Butch and
said, “The police are involved. They’re already at your place, and
anything you think you want, they’ve
already got it. You walk into that bank, and they’ll walk out
with you. You walk through the doors of
that train station and—”

“Okay,” Butch barked. “I get it.” But the
import of what his friend was saying had only just reached him, the
cry inciting an avalanche. Everything he had, every damn thing, was gone, and if not gone, inaccessible,
which was the same thing. Years of work and saving and living like
a bum just to have enough money for a house, and peace, and quiet…
Meaningless. Wasted.

“But why is this happening?” he asked. How
had he crossed Powell or Impelliteri in the first place?

“What makes you think there is a why?” Rory
asked. “Case you haven’t been paying attention, your buddies don’t
make up the sanest group of folks this side of the Mississippi.
They get ideas—foul, rotten ideas. They get these ideas and they
can’t get rid of them until they do something about them.”

Butch nodded his head, but the explanation
fell short. The Italians and the Irish gunned each other down the
way most people did their laundry, but there was always a
reason—even if it wasn’t particularly rational.

“So what do I do?” he asked.

“Right now, this city is your opponent, and
it’s too big and too well-trained for you to do anything but
forfeit.”

“I told you I was leaving,” Butch said.

“Okay.” Sullivan shrugged. “Where are you
thinking of going? With no money and little chance of finding
enough work to feed yourself?”

“Does it matter? I can’t stay here. Maybe
I’ll head south and see if I can pick up with one of the carny
tours. I can’t take the chance with a vaudeville troupe or serious
promoter up this way. They’re all tied into the syndicates.”

“What about that sister you used to talk
about?”

“First place they’d look, and I haven’t
spoken to her in a long time.”

Not since the fight. Not since the night he’d
rushed her to the doctor. A sudden flash of memory—split knuckles,
his sister screaming, so much blood. After what he’d done, she
wouldn’t welcome him at the door, not unless she was holding a
rifle to his chest when she did it.

“Any other family?”

“None that could help.”

“Friends?”

“They’re all on the circuits,” Butch said.
“No place to hide. Too many eyes.”

“Okay,” Rory said. “Okay. Okay. Let’s circle
this thing, eye its backside. What was in the package?”

“Huh?”

“The package,” Rory repeated. “You said
Musante handed you the package before he got himself shot, so what
was in the package that’s so god damn important?”

“Nothing,” Butch said, “I mean, I don’t know.
Just some ugly piece of jewelry. No diamonds or rubies on it. Looks
like lead—ugly rusted lead.”

“You got it on you?”

“Yeah, I got it,” he said and reached into
his pocket.

Butch withdrew the pendant, and handed it
across, laying the chain over Rory’s thick palm. The man sneered
and squinted and tested the ornament’s weight in his palm before
shrugging again and handing it back to Butch. “You’re right. It
doesn’t look like much. Musante say where he got it?”

“I don’t even think he looked inside the
package,” Butch said. “I think someone handed it off to him, and he
handed it off to me.”

“Sounds like a hell of a puzzle for a few
fillings worth of metal.”

“I’m thinking I should send it on to Powell.
Might take the heat off.”

“Don’t be feeble,” Sullivan scolded. He
huffed out a breath and looked away in frustration like a
disappointed parent. “Those two cops expected to walk away with
that thing last night, and they didn’t expect to leave anyone who’d
touched it breathing. And don’t count on this being Powell’s
racket. It could be Impelliteri and the Italians. Either way, the
cops and the gangs are the same thing. I don’t trust the cops in
this town any further than I can piss, but they follow the money
and do what they’re told. You work a deal with whichever side wants
that thing, and this Musante business will go away.”

“If I live long enough to make the deal.”

“Finish your coffee,” Rory said. “I think I
can get you out of the city, and I have a good idea about where you
should go.”

“Where’s that?”

“New Orleans. I’ve got a friend down that way
named Rossington. Owes me a favor or two.”

“Name’s familiar.”

“He was a second-tier grappler. Had a lot of
flash and style. Not much on the technical side, but he was good
with the crowd.”

“Why’d he throw it in?”

“Couldn’t really get used to the life.”

Butch didn’t like the sound of this. Rory was
the straightest arrow he’d ever met, but putting his life in the
hands of a stranger at this point, after what he’d already endured,
was just plain foolish. “You trust him?”

“Like I said, he owes me. I’ll call
ahead.”

Butch would keep it in mind. It was a long
shot, but maybe his only shot. He needed time to think it through.
Another concern was at the top of his mind. “Rory, I hate to ask,
but I need you to do something else. It’s important, and if it
doesn’t help me, maybe it will help you.”

He leaned over the edge of the desk and
whispered to Rory, the way he would if they sat in a crowded room,
surrounded by strangers. Butch told his friend about the loose
board under the davenport in his apartment, told him about the
money.

“Maybe the cops won’t find it. Once things
cool down, you could go by my place and pick it up.”

“And you want me to send it along?”

“Unless things go south,” Butch said. “Then
you keep it. There isn’t enough money in the world if things go
south.”

 


 



Chapter 4

Like Postcards from the Inferno

 


 


1.

Detective Roger Lennon sits in an armchair. He wears
a cream-colored cotton robe. A white bandage wraps his head like a
turban and blends seamlessly with the lace doily draped over the
back of the chair. Smoke rises in a twisting column from the
cigarette he’s placed in the crystal ashtray on the table beside
him. His daughters sit on the floor at his feet. Both wear crisp,
golden-yellow dresses tied at the waist with white sashes. Their
hair has been parted down the middle and pulled into pigtails. They
look up at him, mouths open, bombarding him with questions. Edie
leans over him from the back; her arms rest on his chest and her
lips are pressed in a kiss against the strip of bandage above his
ear. The corners of his mouth are lifted in a shallow smile. His
gaze is distant, removed, as if staring at something miles away,
like a convict imagining a field of grass, an open road, a room
built of anything but concrete and steel bars.

 


2.

A man in a double-breasted, forest-green suit stands
before the door of a crematorium. Flames jump behind the grate. A
blanket of coal and coal-coke glows orange at the bottom of the
incinerator. The name etched into the clay pad nestled beside the
cheap wooden casket reads Musante. Fire
climbs the coffin’s sides. Smudges of char ring the box in black
waves. The observer’s name is Marco Impelliteri. His hair is thick
and the salt and pepper strands lie neatly against his head.
Agitation is clearer on his face than grief. He clutches a crucifix
in his plump palm, which he holds firmly against his hip.

 


3.

Butch Cardinal stands on a desolate road. The
highway lies beneath three inches of snow. Fields on either side of
him are the icy blue-white of an arctic wasteland. No homes. No
barns. The few trees that remain are skeletal, showing no more
signs of life than the snow-blanketed fields or the steel gray sky
above. Butch’s ruined overcoat is fastened tightly at the neck. The
collar is raised. His thumb is extended in anticipation of an
approaching car.

 


4.

Sunlight cuts through a bedroom window like a golden
ramp, ascending from a dull cotton carpet to the upper window
frame. A white chair rail circles the walls. Above the rail, a
dense linen-textured paper with a magnolia blossom pattern rises to
the crown molding. Below it, the wall is painted violet. Across the
room is a narrow bed. Two men are tangled on the mattress. One man
is short and burly, his skin is pale and smooth and unblemished.
The other man is darker, tall, hirsute, and bulky in the manner of
an athlete who has let his muscles soften. He lies on his back and
the younger, smaller man straddles his hips.

 


 



 Chapter 5

Oh, When the Saints…

 


 


Hollis Rossington lived in the converted slave
quarters of a French Quarter home owned by a young man named
Brugier. The two-story bungalow stood across a courtyard dense with
succulent foliage. A narrow balcony, painted the same bright white
as the building’s trim, ran the length of the sky-blue structure.
The building had been updated with the latest comforts—a
serviceable kitchen, indoor plumbing, a telephone of its own—and
while it lacked the elegance of the main house, the residence more
than met Rossington’s needs. Besides, the rent was cheap, and these
days, that was far more important than grandeur.

He slid from beside Lionel, his companion of
the past two months, and climbed off the foot of the bed. Lifting
his dressing gown from the floor, he noted the twinge in his lower
back, a reminder of his age. He wrapped himself in the robe and
passed into the hallway. The phone bell rang again. It seemed to
have been ringing all morning. He’d never grown accustomed to the
sound. It grated on his ears like the squeal of a pig being hauled
hoof-high over a killing floor. To make matters worse, he rarely
received welcomed calls. There were the occasional dinner
invitations, but generally, the calls came from angry bookkeepers
insisting they receive their checks before the week’s end.

At the midpoint of the hall, he grasped the
iron rail of the spiral staircase and began the task of cautiously
descending the steps
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