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        Any person who is diseased, maimed, mutilated, or in any way deformed, so as to be an unsightly or disgusting object, or an improper person to be allowed in or on the streets, highways, thoroughfares, or public places in the city, shall not therein or thereon expose himself or herself to public view, under the penalty of a fine of $1 for each offense.”

        

        (Chicago City Code 1881, repealed 1974) Similar “ugly laws” came and went throughout the U.S. during this time.

        

      

      

      The spiffy new ’69 Chevy Impala roared in on the 150 and stopped on the curb by the Topps Department Store parking lot. It idled its engine as Bobby climbed out with his rucksack, then its driver spat, “Baby killer!” and stepped on the gas. The tires spat stones all over Bobby’s jeans as the car took off.

      “Hunh,” Bobby said.

      He shook off the gravel, shifted the weight from his bad leg, and fished his good hand into the pocket of his work shirt for his last joint. Which was when he saw the girl who made everything that followed inevitable.

      She was a tangle-haired beauty watching him from about ten paces towards the Topps. Maybe twenty-four. Big eyes. Polish-round face. She wore a threadbare checked cotton short-sleeve that bagged down over her jean shorts. Clutched a nearly-destroyed Topps paper checkout bag in her right hand. Could have been any one of the cute hippie chicks Bobby had dated before he went to Fort Bragg, except she stood off-kilter, with a drooping lower lip and twitching head that somehow gave her a more profound beauty than Bobby ever remembered seeing in his pre-service days. He wished he could touch her face.

      “Hey there,” he said.

      She looked around her like she didn’t know whom he was addressing. The movement made her sway unevenly.

      Bobby smiled. “You and Lou, hunh?”

      She looked back at him and Bobby got an urge to share his last joint with her. But as his hand went for his shirt pocket again, he spotted a white Plymouth Fury with two roof cherries turning the corner off of High Street behind the girl.

      Bobby got a sour taste, put his back to the girl and car, and kneeled down to pull up his socks…deftly transferring the joint from his shirt pocket to his shoe.

      When he heard the patrol car crunch up onto the roadside gravel and stop, he considered ignoring it. Then he mouthed Norman Mailer’s hysterical, “Fug that,” stood up, and turned with a grin that made your average non-combatant piss himself.

      The cop wasn’t even looking at Bobby. He was all about the girl. Out of his patrol car and swaggering up like a prime bull.

      Just as well. Because Bobby recognized the man and was having a head-shaking time putting together the fleshed-out face and gut with Bobby’s memory of who the guy had once been—the Paris High School linebacker. The head knocking, trash talking, Big Al Linerman.

      “Hello, Anna,” he said. “What you doing out here on the road?”

      “I’m…getting stuff…for cleaning the house.” Her chin kept dropping down to the right like she wanted to look anywhere else.

      Officer Al shot a smile in Bobby’s direction without really seeing him. Back at Anna, he said, “Yeah, but you’re supposed to send out Nina or your mom, aren’t you?”

      “They…were busy.”

      “And you scare people.”

      “I don’t.”

      “You know why I’m here? Joe, manager of Topps, called the station. Said you were making a lot of folk in there uncomfortable and he’s worried about his business.”

      Bobby looked at the Topps. The lot sat empty. One middle-aged, bald guy stared out at them through the glass front doors. Joe, presumably.

      “So I’m gonna have to fine you again, Anna,” the cop went on and tugged a ticket pad out of his back pants pocket. “Fifty bucks this time.”

      “Allan, I don’t…have…that much.”

      “Should have thought of that before you came out wandering.” He finished writing the ticket and held it out to her. When she didn’t take it, he pushed it roughly at her chest. “Take it.”

      “Hey!” said Bobby.

      Yeah. Call out a cop. Real smart.  Dinky dau, like they said in the field. Crazy. But Big Al was a joke. Hatchet Force used to wipe their asses with guys like this.

      Bobby got right up in Al’s face, smelling his Aqua Velva, before the cop saw him coming. Al’s mouth dropped from sneer to fear at Bobby’s half-chewed up face, blotchy skin, missing left eye. Then blinked again in recognition.

      “Holy shiz. You’re Bobby Reyes. High school!” Al said at last. “What the hell happened to you?”

      “Served my country, Allan. Tenth Special Forces Group, two tours of duty in ’Nam. I got this in Churi Changwar. Mortar at close range. You?”

      He could see Al’s brain whirring, figuring out how to respond. “I…um…I was two-ess for college, then three-ay when I got married and had kids, so I never went. Bunch of other guys from school did, though. Some died. Some still gone. Marv joined the navy to do submarines. But good on you, man. Welcome back!” He straightened uncomfortably and saluted.

      Bobby gave his scary grin. Never knew whether he was going to get gratitude or revulsion from the people he met. But this was promising.

      “Thanks, Al,” he said, and gave him the bare minimum salute back. “What’s with the…?” He pointed to the girl, then realized he shouldn’t have. She’d been starting to inch away.

      “Um…ah…” Al turned around. “An old municipal code. Anna, you gotta take this ticket. New sheriff’s trying to pretty up the town.” He stepped up to her and stuffed it down the front of her shirt, making her face blush red and her body jerk away from him.

      “Now you go on home,” Al told her. “And stay off Main Street on the way. Take the side roads.”

      As she hurried off, Bobby shook his head, slung his rucksack strap over his shoulder, and started walking after her. Al grabbed his arm as he passed. It almost triggered in Bobby an automatic forearm drag and snap. A kidney punch. Neck snap. Bobby’s gimp leg and shot kidneys wouldn’t even slow him down.

      He took a deep breath instead. “Yeah?”

      “Going to your sister’s?”

      “Think so.”

      “You should probably take the back roads, too. You know? Folks who don’t know you... The new Edgar County Sheriff is trying to get people to move back here.”

      “For all the love and kindness?”

      Al’s hand on Bobby’s arm squeezed a little, communicating the big man still had a bunch of muscle under the fat. Fine. If Bobby needed to take him down, he’d go for Al’s elbow vs. forearm. Snap!

      For now he just listened as Al said, “You don’t want to make trouble here, Bobby. Like I said, most people don’t know you. Probably won’t want to.”

      Then the man looked into Bobby’s eyes and quickly released Bobby’s arm, backing up with an almost instinctive foot-scraping motion.

      “You been warned!” the former linebacker called as he lumbered to his patrol car, climbed in, and drove off with a  spurt of gravel.

      Bobby set off after Anna.
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      He caught up with her at West Grant and Broeker, walking a bit past her on the other side of the street first to let her get used to him. Then he nodded to her, smiled, and walked over.

      She stopped still and waited, twitching, like a caught rabbit.

      “Name’s Robert Reyes,” he said. “Used to live here, over on East Madison. Pretty sure my sister and her husband still do. You know them? Eva and Gerard Lappin? No? Well, not surprised. I don’t remember you. Are you new in town? I heard Big Al call you Anna. What’s your last name?”

      She looked over his shoulder and he saw what had drawn her attention.

      “Oh,” he said. “People coming. Let’s walk.”

      He gently touched her elbow and urged her along until she walked beside him, face concentrating on the Broeker Street pavement that danced in shadows and light from the overhanging maples.

      They walked three long blocks in pleasant silence. Just past Van Buren, Anna’s chin twitched and she said, “Ossowski.”

      “That’s your last name?”

      More silent walking. A left turn on Monroe. A right on Douglas.

      “My…mama’s sick,” Anna said. “Or else…I’d…go somewhere else.”

      “By yourself? That’s pretty brave.”

      She jerked to an unsteady halt and turned her face to look at him. He could see the concentration as she gathered her energy to speak. “I’m…dying anyway. Here…or there. It…doesn’t matter much.”

      Bobby nodded. “I came back on furlough once with a buddy to his family in New York. His dad had Lou Gehrig’s. No, wait. I’ve got this. Amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, right? Thought it was mostly old people who got it, though.”

      Anna nodded. “I’m…so lucky.”

      Bobby laughed hard enough it hurt the left side of his face and it changed to an, “Ow. Ow. Ouch.” He touched his face with his free hand.

      “Poor…baby.”

      “I know, right?”

      They resumed walking, cutting through the back of the Save-A-Lot grocery store and stopping at Jasper to make sure the coast was clear before crossing over onto the sweltering back-alley footpath between Broeker and Douglas.

      “How long have you had it?” he asked quietly as they walked past some workmen putting in an above-ground pool they had to know would be mostly a mosquito breeding ground.

      “Two years…about.”

      “I’m impressed you’re still walking.”

      “It hits…everyone…differently.”

      “Even so.”

      She stumbled on a pothole in the dirt and stones. He caught her. Relished the smoothness of her hand, even in the summer heat.

      “I’m…going…to choke…to death. My doctor thinks. Trouble…swallowing.”

      “Yeah. I know some girls who’d kill to have that problem. Probably Officer Allan would too, you think?”

      That finally pulled a smile out of her. It was small, barely a twitch of the less-affected side of her mouth, but it sent a kind of warm tingle through him that completely ignored the heat of the day. It was so surprising, in fact, that Bobby had to think hard to bring up the last time he’d felt something like it. Not ever with a woman, even in sex. Not in combat, though a battle rush could be intense. Maybe with his mom once. He’d come home with straight A’s for the first time, grade seven, and she’d put her hands on both his shoulders and told him he was a brilliant boy with a golden future ahead of him.

      Turned out it was a longer future than hers.

      “You know what it means, though?” he said. “Your shorter life?”

      “I…die sooner?”

      “You have to live faster. Not be afraid of stuff. You don’t have time for that.”

      That pulled out another smile. Bigger. And a sideways look at him that made him blush all the way down the back of his neck. Like she saw right into him. Saw what he was, what he wanted, needed, and was okay with all of it.

      Sure, it was a lot to take out of a smile and glance, but Bobby was used to having the life of himself and his team hang on his split-second perceptions. So he took them as given and acted accordingly.

      He touched Anna’s bare arm. Barely brushed it. But he saw her receive it as something expected and shudder to a stop.

      They were behind an old shed on
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