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  A KILLING FROST


  Chapter 1


  They say if you don’t like the weather in Chicago, just wait a minute, and it’ll change. I could relate to that as I grabbed a file from the stack and wedged it into the box. It was early October and the temperature was doing its usual bounce back and forth between winter and summer. Hot one day, cold the next. Sort of a reflection of how the whole year had gone for me. Highs and lows, ups and downs. More downs than ups, it seemed. My old, faithful Camaro had turned over on its second hundred thousand miles. So I’d put it out to pasture, and bought a brand new Z-28. It was sleek, and shiny-black, with spoked chrome wheels and a big 310-horsepower V-8. The first car that I’d ever special-ordered, right down to the color. It ran like a charm, too. Well, almost. I had noticed a slight rattle when I accelerated real fast that I wanted to get checked out. And there was a problem with the burglar alarm that coincided with the installation of my new CD player.


  I placed another file in the cardboard box and pushed it up tight against the others. These files were the last things I had to pack. I’d borrowed my buddy George’s pickup truck for the furniture I had in my office that was worth salvaging. I’d already dropped that stuff off at the storage place and figured the files and filing cabinets would be an easy final trip. The cabinets were down in the back of the truck, and just two boxes of files remained. Then I could close the door for the last time.


  I was going to miss this office. When I’d gotten bounced from the police department and started my own private investigations business, it had seemed important to me to have a downtown office in a place like the Ruskin Building to meet new clients in. I had visions of throngs of people struggling to get in the door. And, of course, I’d be inside talking with the gorgeous redhead about my fee for finding the Black Bird. But since I was getting most of my clientele through referrals rather than walk-ins, I’d slowly come to realize that the office was one expensive luxury that I couldn’t afford.


  Not that business was bad. Just a little tight. Ups and downs. I’d cracked the biggest case of my PI career last year and gotten a huge insurance-settlement recovery. Things were hot for a while, and I lent Chappie, my friend and trainer, enough to make a sizeable dent in the mortgage on his gym. Even after paying off all my debts, I still had a reasonable bank balance for a while. Well, maybe what I’d call reasonable. Most other people would call it a cut above the poverty level.


  The title shot that I’d been hoping for with Elijah Day had fallen through, due to an injury I’d sustained on the big case. Day had subsequently lost the World Heavyweight Kickboxing Championship, and the current champ didn’t seem too interested in fighting me. And then my main lady, Cathy Shawn, was offered a new, managerial position in Los Angeles.


  We’d tried to talk it out, with her telling me it was a good opportunity to upgrade things for herself and her son, and me wanting to tell her to stay, but not being able to. The ending left us both crying as she drove off early one Sunday morning, headed half a continent away. We still talked on the phone. Regularly at first, then less and less. She spoke vaguely about coming back for a visit, but we both knew this new job in California was anything but temporary.


  And in my heart I couldn’t blame her, because we both knew, despite all the posturing, that the real reason she’d left was her frustration at not being able to gain a commitment from me. The old “C” word had driven a wedge between us. I was still too gun-shy from the breakup of my own marriage to think about something permanent. Plus, there was somebody else to consider. She had a son. And I couldn’t blame her for wanting to do something that she felt was the best for both of them.


  So it all came back to the same, familiar pattern: highs and lows, ups and downs. More downs than ups.


  I took a look around at the faded green walls. Yeah, I was going to miss this office, but I had to start looking at things more realistically. I mean, when was the last time I had a walk-in customer? I couldn’t remember.


  A knock on the outer office door shook me from my ruminations. I rose somewhat stiffly, having forgotten how long I’d been squatting, and walked on prickly, still-asleep feet to the door. The knock persisted.


  “Come on in,” I called. “It’s open.”


  The door swished inward and two dark and lovely women came in. One I recognized as Maria Castro, whom I’d known professionally for a few years. Maria worked for DCFS as a social worker. We’d first met back when I’d been a cop. Then, when I was struggling to get my PI business going, she’d steered whatever clients she could my way. It was mostly basic surveillance work, but it helped me pay the bills. Maria was dressed in an attractive brown skirt and a tan blouse, carrying the matching jacket over her arm. She canted her head and smiled, her black hair fanning over her shoulder like a raven’s wing.


  The other woman looked to be in her early twenties, slightly younger than Maria. She was dressed less elegantly and eyed me like a frightened bird. Maria placed a gentle, reassuring hand on the woman’s shoulder and urged her forward, murmuring in Spanish.


  “Hi, Ron,” Maria said. “Busy?”


  “Just vacating my office,” I said. “I’m afraid I wasn’t expecting visitors.” I indicated my blue jeans and work shirt.


  “Sorry for barging in on you,” she said. “But your answering service said you’d be in your office today. We tried to call, but couldn’t get through.” She looked around with a questioning expression at the barren waiting room. “Is everything okay?”


  I realized that I’d taken the phones on the first trip. I wasn’t even wearing my beeper.


  “Yeah,” I said. “I’m moving out of here. Sorry if I was incommunicado. I broke the belt clip for my cell phone. I left it in my truck. What can I do for you?”


  Maria smiled again. “Ron, this is my friend, Juanita. She wants to hire you to find somebody.”


  So much for never having any walk-in customers.


  “Come in,” I said, holding open the door to the inner office. Then I realized there wasn’t any furniture left.


  Chapter 2


  “On second thought,” I said, closing the inner door, “why don’t we go get some coffee?”


  “We took the bus over here,” Maria said. “I took an early lunch from work, but I don’t have a lot of time. I just came to help Juanita.”


  I scratched my head and, flashing a feeble smile, said, “Ah, you see, there’s no furniture inside there either. I was moving out when you dropped in.”


  “You’re not thinking of quitting, are you?” Maria asked.


  “No,” I said. “Just eliminating this office. Got a cell phone and a high-powered ad in the Yellow Pages.”


  Maria laughed and said something in rapid Spanish to Juanita, who laughed, too, but tentatively.


  “My Spanish is a little rusty,” I said.


  “Oh, Ron, you’ve been keeping up with your practicing, haven’t you?”


  “Yeah, I have. But when you talk fast like that …” I shook my head.


  “Sorry,” she said. “I told Juanita what you said about having an ad and a cell phone, but no furniture.” She smiled again. She had a very nice smile.


  “Just the same, let me put these boxes down in the truck, and I’ll buy you both a cup of coffee while we discuss Juanita’s problem.”


  We took the elevator down to the first floor, and went through the brown mahogany door that led through the maintenance room to the loading dock. Even though it was zoned for commercial use only, I figured I qualified, more or less. As I hit the button to raise one of the overhead doors on the dock, I could hear the blaring of a truck horn in the alley. The noise continued as we stepped out onto the cement platform and walked toward the stairs. There was a two-and-a-half-ton delivery truck sitting perpendicular to my buddy’s pickup. A big guy, with a face like a pit bull, sat behind the wheel smoking a cigar. He stared at me angrily as we descended the steps.


  “That piece of shit yours?” he yelled out the window.


  “Actually it belongs to a friend of mine,” I said, trying to be cordial.


  “Well don’t you know that this’s a loading zone?” he said. “You been holding me up. I got a delivery to make.”


  “Sorry,” I said. “Be out of your way in a second.” I set the boxes in the back of the pickup.


  The truck lurched forward, blocking me in.


  “Nah, I don’t think so,” he said. “Maybe you should see how it feels to have to wait.”


  I helped Juanita and Maria into the pickup as he spouted off.


  “Ron,” Maria said. “I have to get back to work.”


  I nodded.


  “Look, bud,” I said, trying to maintain my cordiality. “I was picking something up inside there. That’s why I parked here. Now will you please move your truck so I can get out of your way?”


  “Yeah,” he sneered, staring at Maria and Juanita. “It looks like you picked something up in there, all right.”


  “I’d sure appreciate it if you’d move your truck,” I said again.


  “Tough shit. I had to wait. Now you gotta wait.” He got out of the cab and stepped down to the alley.


  “I’ve been trying to be reasonable.”


  “You shoulda thought about that instead of jacking around picking up a pair of spic hookers.” Then, looking at the pickup, “I ain’t seen them working the Loop before.”


  I instinctively glanced back toward the pickup. If Maria had heard, and I didn’t see any way she wouldn’t have, she didn’t show it. I turned back to the truck driver. He had a stocky build with huge hands and arms. Probably about two-forty, considering the drooping gut that hung over his belt, which gave him the edge in weight. But I was at least three inches taller than he was. Plus, I was in shape.


  I followed him around the side of the truck to the back and told him he could either move his rig himself, or I would.


  “You and what army, pretty boy?” He twisted the handle securing the door, and it rolled upward into the roof of the truck bed.


  I heaved a sigh.


  “I don’t suppose it would do any good to tell you that I have a black belt and usually carry a gun,” I said.


  “Fuck you, asshole,” he snarled. “Now get outta my way.”


  “Not till you give me the keys,” I answered.


  He made a half turn away from me, then tried a sucker punch. For a guy his size, it wasn’t bad. But the punch was too slow and looping to give me any real problem. I backpedaled away and raised my hands to a ready position.


  “This the way it’s gonna be?” I asked.


  He grunted and came after me, balling his hands into huge fists. I fired a couple of quick jabs at his face to throw him off, then slammed a right into his belly. It was like hitting a pillow. He grunted and stopped. I sent a pair of body punches to each side, the left hook catching him in the liver. Coughing and hacking, he sagged to his knees. I resisted the temptation to give him a good shot to the head. No sense taking the chance on injuring my hand. Besides, he didn’t look to be much of a problem anymore.


  “Keys,” I said.


  He reached in his pants pocket and pulled them out. I snatched them from his hand and walked around to the driver’s door. The big engine kicked over on the first try. I jammed it into first gear and moved the truck down the alley about thirty feet. When I got out and jogged back to the pickup he was still on his knees.


  “Keys are in the ashtray,” I yelled out the window as we pulled by him.


  Maria twisted around to look out the back window as we proceeded down the alley.


  “What a jerk,” she said. “What was his problem, anyway?”


  “He thought he was trying out for The Jerry Springer Show,” I said.


  “Aren’t you worried he’ll get your license number, Ron?” she asked.


  “Nah,” I answered with a smile. “This is my buddy George’s truck, and he’s a Chicago cop.”


  I couldn’t take the pickup on Lake Shore Drive so I cut over to Clark and went north till we got to a restaurant in the North Loop area. Not one of my usual haunts, but it had an empty parking spot. The place had big windows and I figured I could keep an eye on the filing cabinets and boxes in the back. Just to be on the safe side, I threw a tarp over them and tied it down.


  Inside, I bought three coffees and we sat in a booth. Juanita spoke almost no English so Maria translated.


  “Juanita’s fiancé, Carlos, has disappeared,” she told me.


  I nodded. “How long?”


  “Three days. He didn’t come home from his job Friday night.”


  “They live together?”


  Maria shook her head. “Juanita lives with her parents. Carlos lives in Lincoln Estates with some friends.”


  “You reported him missing to the police?” I asked.


  “We can’t,” she said. “He’s an illegal.”


  “I see. Where did he work?”


  “At this warehouse in Lincoln Estates. It’s like a big storage facility.” She handed me a card: TWO THOUSAND AND ONE—SPACE ODDITIES. “It’s the only job he could find, but he’s very intelligent. He fled here from El Salvador.”


  “Estudió en la Universidad de San Salvador,” Juanita said.


  “He has a degree from the University of San Salvador,” Maria translated. “In chemical engineering.”


  “And the only job he could find here was in a factory?”


  “As I said, he’s an illegal. He was marked by the death squads so he had to leave El Salvador. I’ve been trying to work on the political asylum angle, but will you look into it?”


  “Well, I can give it a shot,” I said. “You know my rates. Can she afford me?”


  “We’ve already discussed that,” Maria said. “She works as a seamstress and I will help out too, if need be.”


  “Fine,” I said. “I’ll dig one of my standard contracts out of the truck. In the meantime, write down some basic information about Carlos for me like his name, date of birth, and all that.”


  “Already done,” she said.


  I grinned. “You were pretty sure I’d take the case then?”


  “Let’s just say,” she smiled, “that I was sure I could convince you, one way or another.”


  Chapter 3


  After dropping Maria off at the DCFS office on Western Avenue, I took Juanita back to a small tailor shop on the South Side. She gave me a Polaroid of her and Carlos. The picture wasn’t real good, but it would do. I got back on the Dan Ryan and shot down to 95th Street. From there I headed west till I got to Chappie’s gym.


  It was a big brick structure that had once been three separate buildings. Chappie started out in the one on the corner. Then slowly, and mostly with money that I’d loaned him, bought out the others and expanded his business into one of the largest karate-boxing-weightlifting gyms in the city. Certainly the largest on the South Side. We called it the Beverly Gym.


  There were bodybuilders, aerobics classes, amateur and professional boxers and kickboxers, a steam room, a ring, and just about everything else you could think of. Plus, there was Chappie Oliver, one of the finest trainers for boxing in the city. Hell, in the country.


  I’d known Chappie for ten years. He’d been a middleweight contender in the sixties, coming close to the championship a couple of times, but never quite getting there. That was back when there was only one champion per division. He kept his head shaved, as he had during his fighting days, and despite being two decades past his prime, he still occasionally got mistaken for Marvelous Marvin Hagler.


  He’d been my trainer ever since I’d come home from the service. Having grown up in the Beverly section of Chicago, I’d worked out at his gym back when it was only some mats, a heavy bag, and a few weights. Chappie’s son, James Junior, and I had been good friends. After the army, and the little excursions that Uncle Sam sent us to in the Gulf and Somalia, James was the favorite to win the Olympic trials. But two weeks before he was set to go, he was killed in a drive-by shooting.


  Chappie’s other son, Leon, was serving time in Stateville, having been involved with the same gang violence that had taken his brother. Chappie’d disowned him. All he had left now, he’d always say, was his daughter, Darlene, and me.


  I’d been lucky enough to win a full-contact karate title right after I got out of the army. One of my tours was in the Far East where I’d been able to augment my karate knowledge with some Thai kickboxing. I got on the police department and dropped out of competition. Then when I lost my job, I’d started fighting again. It kept me in shape and gave me some extra money, though not nearly enough. Most of all it gave me an incentive. I wanted to win back the title that I’d regarded so cavalierly before. Perhaps I saw it as a way to restore some of the order into my life. Or maybe to show those people who’d taken my police career away that I could still cut it. Anyway, it felt good to be able to work at recovering some little part of the past that I’d lost.


  It was nearing three o’clock and the gym was pretty empty. I nodded to John, one of the bodybuilders who was standing guard at the front entrance. I asked where Chappie was.


  “He’s in the ring,” John said.


  “Julio been in yet?”


  “I ain’t seen him,” he answered, and went back to reading his muscle magazine.


  I went inside and through the first section that doubled as karate dojo and aerobics room. The tiled pathway led to a door that opened into what had been the next building. Now this middle section was a boxing gym. There were heavy bags, speed bags, double-ended bags, a full-sized, twenty-foot ring, and an automatic timer that rang in proper round sequence. Chappie had also installed a vertical row of light bulbs that let you know how much time remained on the clock. I glanced at it. The yellow light meant that they were in the last minute.


  Up in the ring Chappie danced around popping jabs, hooks, and crosses at an imaginary opponent.


  “Twist that jab as you hit,” I said, mimicking his voice. “Now double jab, straight right, left hook.”


  Chappie gave a quick glance at the ring timer and finished with a flurry. He looked down at me. “You come to work out, or just to mess with me?”


  “I’ll be in later,” I said. “I’m working on a case.”


  “You better get your butt in here,” he said with a grin. “Saul called me this morning. The fight’s set for two months.”


  “Anthony Berger?”


  “You got it,” he said. The bell sounded, ending the minute’s rest, and he resumed his workout.


  My mind raced ahead to the fight with Berger. I’d been in top shape when I was set to fight Elijah Day for the championship. Then I’d gotten hurt and it fell through. Day had apparently taken me too lightly and skipped on his training. Berger, a last minute substitute, used my game plan to stick and move and outpointed Day over the twelve rounds.


  Day and I fought an elimination match two months later and I’d beaten him. Now the new champ, Berger, seemed to be ducking me. Or so I thought. But he was good. Fast too. Could I get into tip-top shape again? The thought of all the countless hours of training, the roadwork every morning, the dieting, the sparring. I suddenly felt tired.


  But I was exhilarated at the same time. If I could win, it would mean endorsements from a lot of the martial arts magazines, and a lot more publicity for the gym. We could put up a big sign in the window: Ron Shade, Full-Contact Karate Heavyweight Champion, Trains Here.


  But first I’d have to win, and to do that, I’d need to fight the fight of my life.


  Somebody tapped me on the shoulder and I whirled. It was Julio, a Mexican kid who worked out religiously. He had a job at a factory and usually was at the gym in the mornings.


  “Ron, John said you was looking for me.”


  “Julio, yeah. I need some help.” I looked down at his street clothes. “I figured you’d be finishing up about now.”


  “My day off,” he said. “I just got here. What you need?”


  “How about coming along to talk to some Hispanics with me? Shouldn’t take too long, and I’ll drive you back ’cause I gotta work out too.”


  “What’s the matter? Your Spanish getting rusty?” he asked with a grin.


  “This is a special case,” I said. “Some of these guys may be illegals and I don’t think they’d open up to me.”


  “Sure,” he said. “Just let me put my stuff in my trunk.”


  We drove to my house where Julio helped me unload the filing cabinets and files. Then I drove over to George’s and left his pickup in the driveway. My new Z-28 sat gleaming by the curb. Julio was impressed.


  “This your new car?” he asked, running a finger over the black sheen of the fender.


  “That’s it. Ain’t she sweet?”


  I told George’s wife that I’d settle up about the truck when I saw him. I’d been in such a rush that I’d neglected to fill it up, and knew I’d hear about that later.


  We headed over to I-57 and went south. Lincoln Estates was one of the far southern suburbs, and that was where Carlos worked and lived. Strange that he’d been able to develop a relationship with Juanita, who lived on the South Side near Maria. I guess true love can conquer long distances. Except distances like between Los Angeles and Chicago. I glanced at the changing leaves on the trees and wondered what Cathy was doing.


  Chapter 4


  Two-Thousand-and-One—Space Oddities, was located in what had formerly been a large automobile parts factory. When the American auto industry fell on hard times, the former company went belly-up. The ad in the phone book listed Space Oddities as “a capacious answer to your business storage problems.” Capacious. I liked that word. And the building was immense all right. Space Oddities occupied only the southern portion of it, next to the railroad tracks. The sign in the northernmost section of the parking lot stated that there were 50,000 square feet still available for rent.


  A fancy brick office section sat in front, attached to a massive, windowless two-story structure immediately behind it. We pulled in the parking area, which seemed to extend completely around the plant, broken only by the presence of a heavy, seven-foot cyclone fence that was topped with barbed-wire. There were maybe a half-dozen cars in the lot.


  A security guard sat in a glass cubicle just inside the building entrance. He looked up from a newspaper and asked if he could help us. I told him I needed to see the plant supervisor.


  “That’d be Mr. Jordan,” he said. “What’s the name of your business, sir?”


  “Ronald Shade Enterprises,” I said. Julio looked at me with suspicion.


  The guard called somebody on the radio, and another uniformed guy appeared and took us into an office area adjacent to the foyer. It had several doors, a small coffee table covered with some magazines and an ashtray, and some plastic chairs. The walls were painted a dull green. A stacked blond secretary sat behind a glass partition, typing on a computer keyboard. She told us that Mr. Jordan was in a conference and would be with us shortly.


  “In the meantime,” she said. “If you’d fill out this form.”


  I took the form and sat in one of the plastic chairs. The form asked general business questions like company name, address, what type of material I wished to store in 2001, and for what duration.


  “Ain’t you afraid you’ll get in trouble?” asked Julio quietly.


  I shook my head. “This’ll cut out the middlemen.”


  Maria had said the plant had been uncooperative about Carlos when she’d called, saying only that he was no longer employed there. We sat and waited a good ten minutes before the door opened and three people came out. Two were middle-aged men in suits. One guy, who looked to be the older and smaller of the two, had his arm around a young girl of about eighteen. He was at least fifty. She was a pretty, fresh-faced kid with the kind of reddish hair that was almost blond. Strawberry blond. The other guy was heavier, with a big, fleshy face and a moustache. He turned to me and said he’d be with me in moment.


  “Tom, Kelly,” he said to them. “I think this‘ll be the start of something big.”


  They all laughed. The heavy guy shook hands with both of them, and the man and the girl turned to leave. They didn’t hold hands or touch as they passed us and their body language suggested that maybe they weren’t the May-December couple as I’d first thought.


  The smaller guy stopped suddenly and said to her, “Honey, could you wait for me in the car. I forgot something in Uncle Harold’s office.”


  “Sure, Daddy,” she answered.


  As she walked past us I admired her muscular legs. The two men went back inside the office and shut the door. They stayed in there for a minute, then came out again. When they exited this time, the smaller guy seemed less ebullient. He nodded curtly to the heavy guy, Harold, and left.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting,” he said, moving toward us with his hand extended. “I’m Mr. Jordan, the plant supervisor.”


  I stood and shook his hand. As he shook hands with Julio, I gave him one of my cards. His brow furrowed when he looked at it.


  “We don’t get many calls from private detectives, Mr. Shade. What can I do for you?”


  I showed him the Polaroid of Carlos and Juanita. “Know this man?”


  He studied it for a moment.


  “Should I?”


  “His name is Carlos Sanchez,” I said. “He works here. He’s been missing and I’ve been hired to look for him.”


  Jordan’s mouth twisted quizzically. “You say he works here?”


  “That’s what I’ve been told.”


  Jordan handed the picture back to me and told me to have a seat. He went back into his office and closed the door again. The secretary, who’d obviously heard our conversation, eyed me with a mixture of curiosity and resentment. After about three minutes Jordan came out again, with a stupid smile stretched across his face.


  “It took me a minute to check it out, but it’s just as I suspected,” he said. “The man did work here, but he was fired three days ago.”


  “Fired? Can I ask why?”


  “The foreman’s on his way over,” Jordan said. “We just bought this place a year ago and we’re trying to get it started. We’ve got a lot of Mexicans working here who don’t speak English too good, so they just kinda fade in and out, if you know what I mean.” He looked a Julio and added, “No offense.”


  Before Julio could reply, two guys came in. They were both dressed in blue work clothes and black safety shoes. The Hispanic one was short, with glasses and a moustache. He looked about forty. The other guy was enormous. At least six-five and close to three hundred pounds, with a chest like a barrel.


  “Mr. Shade,” Jordan said. “This is Frank Bristol, our plant foreman.”


  The big guy extended his hand. I did the same, but instead of shaking hands like a normal person he grabbed my fingers and squeezed them together as we shook.


  “You can call me Big Frank. This is Enrique Valdez” he said, still grinding my fingers. “You got some questions about Carlos?”


  “Yeah,” I said, finally managing to extricate my hand from his. “He no longer works here?”


  “That’s right.”


  “What happened?”


  Big Frank cast an oblique glance at Enrique, who began squawking like a trained parrot.


  “Look, mister. I’m a Latino too, but when somebody’s wrong, they’re wrong.”


  “Translation?” I asked.


  “You want to know why we fired him, correct?” Big Frank said impatiently.


  I nodded.


  “It’s simple,” he said. “He showed up here tanked to the gills. We operate a lot of equipment in here. Forklifts, carts, and stuff like that. One thing I don’t tolerate is somebody being drunk on the job.”


  “I see. When’s the last time you saw Carlos?”


  “Friday afternoon, when he came in. I fired him on the spot.”


  “Seen him since then?” I asked.


  “Huh-un,” he grunted. “How ’bout you, Rico?”


  Enrique shook his head.


  “Know anywhere he might have gone?” I asked.


  “No. Why?”


  “He’s missing,” I said. “I’m trying to locate him.”


  Frank’s face cracked into a smile. “Oh, is that what this is all about? I thought you was accusing us of being prejudiced, or something.”


  “Why?” I said. “Are you?”


  Frank blinked before he answered. “Not hardly.”


  “Where‘d Carlos live?” I asked.


  “I can give you that,” Jordan said. He went into his office and opened a file cabinet. Sorting through some files, he pulled one out, opened it, and read off an address. It was the same one that Juanita and Maria had given me. “It’s here in town,” he added.


  “How’d he take getting fired?”


  Frank shrugged. “He knew the rules. He didn’t say much. Just left, that’s all.”


  “Know where he went?”


  “I seen him going toward that bar down the road,” Frank said. “He wanted to use the phone to have somebody come pick him up, on account of it was raining. Wanted to use the phone in the office, but I wouldn’t let him.”


  “Were there any incidents when he left?” I asked. “Was he despondent, argumentative, or anything?”


  Frank twisted half his mouth up in a smile. “Nah,” he said. “People usually don’t get too argumentative with me.”


  Chapter 5


  The bar that Big Frank had mentioned was a couple of blocks north of Space Oddities on the same highway. A pair of drainage ditches separated it from the road. Behind the bar, a long, brick, L-shaped motel sat in a state of disrepair. No Occupancy stickers were on most of the doors, and a large sign in the office window said: Closed for Remodeling—Regular Residents Only. I pulled over one of the gravel driveways that spanned the drainage ditch, and parked near the entrance. The rest of the lot was filled with Harley-Davidson motorcycles.


  As far as I could tell, the place didn’t have a name. The outside was red cedar, and the white trim was peeling badly. One section of the easement along the side looked about ready to invite the raccoons in. A neon Old Style sign hung above the door with another in the front window which faced the road. All the other windows had been covered with the same dirty white plywood as the trim. To accommodate the balmy October weather, somebody had propped open the side door.


  The interior of the place was a typical tavern, only slightly more dingy. Immediately inside the door was a room with a large pool table. Three men were playing a round. Two looked like bikers: Levi jackets with the sleeves cut off, long hair, and plenty of grease. The other guy was a skinny fellow with straggly blond hair that curled around his collar. He had a nose like a hatchet. A chest-high wall separated this section from the rest of the bar. Julio and I walked around it and approached the bartender. She was a prune-faced gal whose hair had been rinsed blond one too many times. Several more bikers eyed us from the other end.


  “What’ll it be, gents?” she asked.


  “How about some information?” I said, trying my best to be charming.


  From the look she gave me I could tell it hadn’t worked. I took out the Polaroid of Carlos and Juanita.


  “I’m looking for this guy,” I said. “Recognize him?”


  She shook her head after barely a glance and moved back to the middle of the bar. There was a jukebox behind us playing some country and western song accompanied by the loud pinging of a pair of pinball machines.


  “Are you sure? He worked down the street at Space Oddities.”


  She acted like she hadn’t heard, but some old alkie came stumbling over from one of the pinball machines holding a bottle.


  “Space Oddities?” he said. He snorted out a heavy breath and asked to see the picture.


  “Recognize him?” I asked.


  He stared at it blinking several times. “Looks like a Mexican.”


  I nodded. “I was told that he might have been in here last Friday.”


  “Don’t remember him,” he said. “But maybe old Needle Dick’ll know him.”


  “Needle Dick?” I repeated.


  He nodded with a smirk. “Nick,” he said thickly. “We call him Needle Dick.” He laughed as if we were sharing a mutual joke.


  “He around here?” I asked.


  He held up his bottle to the light and shook it, a drunken grin spreading over his face.


  I ordered another one for him. Pruneface opened it and sat it on the bar. I paid her and pocketed the change.


  The old guy took a long swig from the bottle, then winked me a thanks.


  “He’s over there playin’ pool,” he said after a long belch. “Come on, I’ll introduce you.”


  He stepped gingerly around the partition and over to the pool room. “Hey, Nick. Got somebody here wants to meet you”


  “Get outta here, Al,” the blond guy said. “Before I knock the shit outta you.” He leaned over and smacked the cue ball with his stick, but scratched. “Goddammit!”


  Al turned away from him and staggered back to the bar.


  “You work at Space Oddities?” I asked.


  “Maybe,” he said. “Why?”


  I showed him the photo. “Know this guy?”


  He ignored me. One of the other guys missed a shot and Nick yelled, “All right.” He leaned forward to make another shot, but he missed that one too. When he straightened up I repeated the question.


  “Why don’t you get outta my face, mister,” he said. “You’re messing up my game.”


  “I just asked you if you knew him,” I said. “He’s missing, and I’ve been hired to look for him.”


  “You heard Nick, didn’t you?” one of the long-haired biker guys said, leaning on his pool cue.


  “Yeah,” I said. “I hope he shoots pool better than he carries on a conversation.”


  Nick whirled and looked at me. “What’s your game, man? Who the fuck are you?”


  “Just a guy looking for some answers,” I said.


  “Well I don’t know nothin’ about no fucking spic,” he said. “I don’t hang around with ’em, and we don’t allow ’em in here.”


  I felt Julio stiffening beside me.


  “What did you say?” he said.


  “Julio,” I cautioned. “Take it easy.”


  Nick smacked the heavy end of his pool cue into his left hand and grinned. He had bad teeth.


  “Wanna make something of it, spic?” he taunted.


  The other two guys straightened up at the prospect of a fight. One laid his stick down on the table and grabbed a beer bottle by the neck. “We got us a couple of tough guys, Nickie?”


  Behind me I heard some feet shuffling and pulled Julio around the table. Three other bikers from the bar area moved across the room, cutting us off from the door. Nick moved forward still smacking the pool cue into his palm.


  “Hey, guys,” I said. “I understand completely. You don’t like Hispanics, right? Well, how do you feel about Italians?”


  “Why?” one of the bikers said. “You a wop?”


  “No,” I said, reaching inside my jacket and pulling out my pistol. “But I’d
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