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“Nobody’s Angel is a gem...which doesn’t contain a wasted word or a false note...Its real beauty lies in Eddie’s bittersweet existence and the special romance and danger of the cabdriver’s life –lives

we often glimpse but rarely give a second thought.”

–-Patrick Anderson, Washington Post

“Nobody’s Angel is a powerhouse of a book, a genuine work of noir and one of the best books of the year...Clark does something truly remarkable in a mystery novel here. Much like in the great HBO

series The Wire, Clark chronicles the collapse of America’s industrial base and its impact upon both our cities and the intractable problem of race in America through the story of an ordinary man...This is an incredible book that you will not soon forget.”

—Tom Callahan, Book Reporter

“My favorite fiction novel this year was written by a taxi driver who used to [sell it] to his passengers. It’s a terrific story and character study of a cabbie in Chicago during a time when a serial killer is robbing and murdering cabbies. Kudos to Hard Case Crime for publishing Mr. Clark’s book.” 

—Quentin Tarantino
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A gloomy bunch of cabdrivers on a gray November afternoon: Wally was at the head of the table, but that was only because he was too fat to fit on either side. "Suicide's the coward's way out," he said less than two hours after Ken Willis's remains were lowered into the ground.

"Oh, fuck you," I said, and coffee slushed over the side of my cup. "If that were true, I would have been dead a long time ago." I pushed back my chair, got up, grabbed my jacket, and pointed a finger at Wally. "You too."

"What are you so riled up about?" Wally said. 

"You're the genius knows everything." I dropped a few bills on the table and walked away. "You figure it out."

"What got into him?" he said behind me, whining like the crybaby he was.

"It's just Eddie being Eddie," I heard Roy Davidson say.

"Ken was his best friend," Tony Golden said.

I went out the door of the Golden Batter Pancake House. There were parked cabs lined up in the old bus stop on Lincoln Avenue and more around the corner on Wellington. If you looked closely, you'd notice that many of them were no longer real taxis. The medallions had been pried off the hoods. The lettering was gone from the doors. The top-light signs that once proclaimed TAXI in bright letters, day and night, had been replaced by rubber plugs, to keep the rain from coming through the old wiring holes.

I put my back against the building, stood watching traffic pass, and did my best to calm down. Every few cars there'd be another one. There's another one, I could hear Ken telling me a few months back. There's another.

"How can you tell?" We’d been at the Alp’s diner on Irving Park Road, looking out a steamed-up window.

"Easy," he said. We waited a minute or so and then Ken pointed at another car. "Almost new four-door sedan, neutral, sort of bland color, looks like it just got out of the car wash. Young guy driving, right? Probably married. But there's no child seat, just a passenger in back. Oh, here's a good tell: a box of tissues on the ledge behind the back seat."

The next one had magazines on the back ledge. The one after that had two passengers in back but, like the others, only the driver up front. When the light changed, the car didn't move. Horns blared behind it. One of the passengers leaned over the front seat. If he was talking to the driver, it had no effect. The driver's head was bowed, his eyes were down. He gave no sign that he'd heard the horns or his passenger. "What's he doing?" I asked.

"It's another tell," Ken had said. "He's looking at his phone, trying to figure out which way to go."

"Unbelievable." The entire industry had changed, and I'd missed the revolution while stuck inside my gloom. 

Tony Golden came out the door of the pancake house and brought me back to the present. "Don't pay any attention to Wally," he said. "He doesn't know what else to do."

"The poor fuck," I said. Wally was a 300-pound tub of lard. But he'd managed to get by for years by driving a taxi. "The real question is what else can he do?"

"But he's way luckier than Ken," Tony said. "At least he doesn't own a medallion." Tony owned one too, but it was all paid off. So, he was also luckier than Ken.

Of course, Ken hadn’t really owned that medallion. The bank did. When Uber began taking huge chunks of the business away, Ken could no longer afford his various payments. Besides the medallion, he also had car and house payments to worry about, plus alimony and child support. 

A crew came down the street wrapping the light poles in red and white plastic. This was supposed to make them look like candy canes.

“When are the lights going up?” Tony shouted when they got close.

No answer. No reaction. It was a typical city crew.

“Well, merry fucking Christmas to you too,” Tony called.

That didn’t get a reaction either. "You want a ride home?" Tony asked.

I shook my head. I wasn't in a hurry to get anywhere. "I'm gonna walk." Some days I walked for hours.

"On the house, same as always." Tony said.

"Same answer. But thanks."

"You ever want to talk, Eddie, I'm here. Okay?"

"Sure. Thanks."

"Kenny told me you were in mourning."

"Really?"

"Don't worry. He didn't tell me anything else. He said I should give you some space. But now he's gone, I'm figuring maybe you need somebody to talk to."

"I'm okay."

"I figure it's something about Laura," Tony said. Laura, my only child, was buried somewhere in an anonymous hole in a huge California desert. Ken was the only one I'd ever told.

"Figure anything you want," I said, and started the long walk home.
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When I made it home from California, I crawled into my cave, and I didn't come out for the better part of three months. It was the food that finally got me. I went through all the long-out-of-date canned goods, the half-full boxes of pasta, cereal, and the bags of rice, then it was pizza and Chinese for several weeks. In desperation I made a trip out to the grocery store. Somebody must have seen me. That was the danger of having friends who spent half their lives driving in circles. The next thing I knew, Ken Willis was pounding on my door. When he came back the next day and started pounding again, I gave up and finally opened it.

"Welcome home, Eddie." He put a hand on my shoulder and tried to look into my eyes, which I quickly sent out of focus. "You probably already know this," Ken said, "but I'm gonna say it, anyway. You look like shit." He pushed past me into the apartment. "Jesus, we need to get some air in this place." He walked around opening windows, sidestepping the trash and the dirty clothes.

I went back to the couch and sank into my spot opposite the TV. Ken took a quick tour of the apartment, came back, flicked the TV off, moved some trash to the side, and sat on the coffee table facing me. "Eddie, you can't live like this," he said.

"I'm doing okay," I said.

"When's the last time you took a shower?"

I shrugged. "Who knows?" What good would a shower do?

"Well, how about you take one now, shave, and then you can get dressed and I'll buy you a decent dinner somewhere."

"No clothes." I'd run out of fresh ones a while back.

He didn't say anything for a while. He just sat there looking at me. I kept my eyes open but did my best to pretend he wasn't there.

"I wouldn't do this for anybody else," he said after several minutes had gone by. "You got a laundry bag around here?"

That restored my sight. "You're kidding me?"

"You think I'm gonna let you sit here in your stink?"

So that's how it went. He gathered up some of my dirty clothes and took them down the street to the Magic Wand Wash & Dry. While waiting for the wash to finish and the dryer to dry, he carried about ten trash bags stuffed to the brim down the back stairs. A few hours later we were sitting in a booth at the Alp's Diner. I was eating the best meatloaf I'd ever tasted.

For a few minutes, I actually forgot all about Laura. I was working on the rice pudding when Ken asked, "Everything okay with your girl?"

I don't know what my face looked like, but it was enough to let Ken know the truth. Laura was not okay, and never would be. I realized that if I was going to be out and about in the world, I was going to have to learn to keep my face blank.

"Oh, Jesus Christ," Ken said, and his face probably looked as bad as mine. But he never asked for details. After a while, he started talking about his own troubles.

"I remember when you used to love Uber," I said.

"That was when they were using real taxis," Ken said. "Hell, I made a lot of money with 'em. We all did." Before I could say anything, he said, "Everybody but you."

"I didn't have anything against 'em," I said. "I just never took radio calls."

"Turns out you were the smart one. We helped them build their business and then . . . "  

As Ken went on and on about the backstabbing ways of Uber, I wondered if I was really all that smart. "Patience is a virtue," the nuns used to tell us back in grade school. And if you wanted to take radio calls, or sit in cabs lines at hotels, at train stations, or at O'Hare and Midway, you better have some. While other drivers were waiting long minutes for their passengers to come out of the house, or sitting in cabs lines that went on forever, I just kept driving. Because I never had a lick of patience.

Talking to other drivers, I soon figured out that I usually made more money my way than they did theirs. I tried to stay out of the Loop, off Rush Street and Michigan Avenue, away from all the streets that were choked with taxis. They didn't need me to add to the confusion. I liked to work the edges, where you could relax while you drove. I liked to find people just off the beaten path, people who were happy to see a taxi coming their way.

"People will get sick of Uber," I said. "They'll come back to cabs eventually."

Ken shook his head. "You can't put the genie back in the bottle," he said. "And these are evil motherfuckers. They're not playing straight. They cheat."

"How?" I asked as the waitress came to refill our coffees.

"Remember all those early morning time orders?"

"Sure." Most of these were people going to the airports. They needed to make sure they could get a cab in the morning, so they ordered one the night before for a specific time. This was how many day drivers started their shift, with a load to the airport. Many night drivers finished their shift the same way.

"All gone," he said.

"Why?"

"Because somebody started making all these phony time orders, and then the real customers couldn't make any, because the board was already full."

"Why would anybody do that?"

Ken added cream to his coffee and then looked up. "Where do you think the real customers went?"

"No idea," I said.

"They went to Uber. I mean, you can’t blame ‘em. They don't want to miss their flight."

"And you're telling me Uber made the phony orders?"

"Who else would bother? Who else profits from it?"

"You were always big on conspiracy theories," I said. "Now tell me how the moon landing was faked."

"Hell, Eddie, you ain't heard nothing yet. I'm just getting started.” He pointed out the window as a defrocked Yellow went past. “Another loser,” he said.

“He was a loser the day he decided to work for Yellow,” I said. That’s how I’d started out too.

“Good point,” Ken said. “You know how Uber works, right?"

"Same as a cab," I said. "But you do it with your phone."

"It's not quite the same," Ken said. "You've got to give them a credit card first."

"So?"

"So now they've got your name."

"Well, when you call a cab, you give them your name."

"Not your whole name. If you're calling from a bar, you give 'em your first name. If you're calling from home, you give 'em your last."

"I don't get it. So what?"

"So every morning this guy named Joe Blow takes an Uber from his home to work. Maybe he goes to the Federal courthouse or City Hall. Maybe he goes to one of the newspapers or TV stations."

"Kenny, get to the punchline." I finished my coffee in one swallow. I hated waiting for punchlines.

He gave me a long look. “You got somewhere you gotta go?”

“Sorry.”

"So they do a little research and figure out who this Joe Blow is. And if he’s somebody important, like maybe a judge or a newspaper columnist, anybody with power or influence, they send the absolute best car, the best driver. He gets the quickest service. They might even give 'em discount rates. And the judge or whoever he is, he doesn't realize he's getting special treatment, he just thinks, man, these Uber guys are great. You do that with enough powerful people, before too long you'll be sitting on top of the world."

"Getting back to the moon landing," I said, and grabbed the check as Ken was reaching for it.
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I spent the next few days getting my apartment back in order. This had been Ken's advice. He told me to turn off the TV, stay off the couch, and if I was feeling restless to walk it off. If none of that worked, he told me I should call him, and he'd come over and hold my hand. 

I threw out anything I didn't really need, anything that was broken or needed mending, a bunch of useless papers and old magazines. I rolled the filthy living-room rug as best I could, carried it out the back door, and then dropped it down to the alley below. It landed perfectly, right on top of the dumpster, sending a cloud of dust my way.

I stood there watching the dust rise and thought of following the rug down. I told myself three floors might not be enough. If I was going to do it, I wanted to be certain. And the bitter truth, if I was going to do it, I would have probably done it long ago. I was the coward, plain and simple. Ken turned out to be the brave one.

I went back inside, back to picking through trash.

Could there be anything more useless than a taped-shut garbage bag full of my ex-wife's bloody clothes? Did I really need those? I wasn't sure they were evidence of anything. Had my ex killed her new husband as punishment for what he'd done to Laura. Was that really his blood? That's what she'd told me. She'd killed him and then dumped his body in a hole in the desert. I believed her at the time, when she was standing in front of me covered in blood, but now I sometimes suspected it was an elaborate con, that her and her not-really-dead husband had dreamed it up together, that the blood came from the nearest butcher shop, and that they were both now having a great time out in sunny California laughing at my gullibility.

I stood there with the bag in my hand. To keep or not to keep? I finally tossed it back where I'd found it, on the top shelve in the closet. Laura's diary was up there too. That I would never throw away. That was all I had left of her.

I got down on my hands and knees with a scrub brush for the kitchen and the bathroom, then vacuumed the entire place and mopped the floors. It was still a dump when I was through, but it was a cleaner dump. It still needed a new paint job. The windows needed a good washing. A new rug and sofa wouldn't hurt. 

Why was I thinking about improving the place? I should just get out. The only reason I'd stayed for all those years was so Laura could find me. And she had found me, but this dump had nothing to do with that. It was such a mess when she showed up that I was afraid to bring her here. She was staying in a spare room at my friend Ace's place when her stepfather grabbed her, tied her up in the back of a pickup truck, and headed back to California. I chased after them, but I was days behind, much too late to save her. 

Ken Willis stopped by just about every day and we'd go out for lunch or dinner, usually at the Alp's diner.

"How come we never go to the roundtable?" I asked one night. This was where our cab-driving pals hung out in the back of the Golden Batter Pancake House. "You want me all to yourself, is that it?"

He flicked a finger my way. "You really want to be answering questions about Laura?" he said.

I shook my head. "You're right. Sorry."

"Another thing. My car's on the repo list and I'm pretty sure they know all my old hangouts."

This was a shock. "Your cab?" I said. "But why?"

"Come on." He raised both hands and smiled. "Why you think why?"

"Kenny, I've got plenty of money," I said. "How much do you owe?"

"Forget that. I'm already behind four maybe five months."

"Jesus, Kenny, that's crazy. They grab your car, you're out of business."

"What business?" he said. "My plan is I'm gonna keep not paying everybody until they grab the car or yank the medallion. Only way I can come out with a little for myself."

"Come on," I said. "Let me help you out here."

He looked straight into my eyes. "Fuck you and fuck them." He pointed a stern finger my way. "I'm not paying them another fucking dime, and no, I'm not taking any of your money. So stop asking."

"Is it really that bad?" I said.

"Hey, why don't you borrow my car for a night. You'll find out how bad it is."

I hadn't really been talking about the cab business, but that's how I ended up back behind the wheel.

*****
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Kenny picked me up late the next afternoon and we headed to Uptown. Ken was living in an apartment building full of cab drivers. He was months behind in his rent. So were half the other drivers, according to Ken. 

He stopped in front of the building and we both got out. "Okay, Eddie, let's see what you can do," he said, standing with the driver's door open. "Call me when you're heading back, and we'll go get a drink somewhere."

"Sounds good."

"And Eddie?"

"Yeah?"

"You see any tow trucks following, you lose them, okay?"

"Will do." I got behind the wheel, closed the door, and pulled away.

I headed to Clark Street, and then turned south. I was two miles north of Wrigley Field and a long way from the Loop. "Read the street," I told myself. This was advice from my old pal Ace. You usually wanted to go in the direction the full cabs were coming from. That's where you'd find the business.

Today, all I saw were empty cabs in both directions. Most of the southbound cabs would probably stay on Clark, or head over to Broadway or Lake Shore Drive. I turned down Southport instead. There might not be much in the way of business, but there wouldn't be many cabs either. This was my usual inclination, to be the big fish in a little stream.

This was usually the hardest part of the day, getting that first load. After that, your passengers would go wherever they went, and then you'd be playing the cards they'd dealt you. But before that first ride it was all on you, and it was easy to second guess yourself. Maybe I should have stayed on Clark Street, I'd think. Maybe I should have gone down the inner drive?

But I didn't have time for second thoughts today. As I slowed for the stop sign at Waveland Avenue, a young woman stepped off the curb. She started across the street, looked my way, then waved and stepped back towards the curb.

"Wrightwood and Clark," she said as she slid into the back seat. "I was going to take the bus but what the heck, right?"

"Absolutely," I said, and thought, What do you mean there's no business out here? 

"I don't take many cabs anymore," she said, as I cut down Waveland.

"Why not?"

"If I'm in a hurry, I usually take an Uber," she said. "I probably shouldn't tell you that, huh?"

"Hey, it's your money," I said. "But what's so special about Uber? I don't get it."

"They're always clean," she said.

"Come on. My cab's clean, isn't it?"

"And it smells nice too," she said. "But some of them . . ."

"Okay. So if I could get all the cabs cleaned up, you’d come back."

"I'd like to see that," she said. I looked back in the mirror and caught a smile.

"Yeah, I know," I said. Plenty of cab drivers were slobs, and some of them pretty much lived in their cab and didn't believe in bathing too often. Fat Wally would be example number one, but he was far from alone.

"You know what I think it really is," she said. "The Uber is just for me."

"Hell, I'm just for you too," I said.

"But you would have picked up anyone who waved. The Uber has my name and everything."

"But it's just like a cab. As soon as you're out, he'll be looking for someone else."

"It just seems more special, I guess."

"Aren't I special?" That earned me a laugh. "What's at Wrightwood and Clark?" I asked.

"Work," she said. "I'm a waitress."

"Well, do me a favor, would you? Take a cab home tonight."

"I'll try," she said. "It's funny, though. There aren't that many cabs around at night anymore."

"Yeah, now I wonder why that is?" I said.

"Just on the corner," she said when we got close. "I'm going to the 7-Eleven first."

Six-forty on the meter. She handed me a ten and told me to keep the change.

"All right," I said. "Thanks." I was back in the game.

I continued south on Clark Street, heading towards the Loop, but I wouldn't go all the way. Not without a load.

My usual approach was to stay away from the heavy-traffic streets until the busy hours were over. When things finally quieted down, that was the time I usually made my money.

I went a mile with nothing and then turned right where Lincoln Avenue and Wells Street met. Now I had a choice. South on Wells through the strip in Old Town towards the Loop, or northwest on Lincoln into Lincoln Park, away from the getting-out-of-work crowd. As I sat waiting at the light, an empty cab came down Lincoln and turned south on Wells. That made my mind up for me. I made a right turn on red and started up Lincoln. 

More empty cabs were heading in the opposite direction. I seemed to be the only one heading north but that didn't mean anybody wanted me. I went past the big six-way intersection at Halsted and Fullerton, went up to the next light and turned south on Sheffield.

This was the hardest part of the job, just wandering around empty, trying to figure which way to go. But once again other cabs showed me the way. While I was waiting for the light at Fullerton, two empties headed eastbound. I continued south and there on the next corner a guy with a briefcase waved.

"Harrison and Paulina," he said after closing the back door.

"The hospital?"

"Around there."

"You a doctor?" For some reason I was in a talkative mood. Maybe it was all those months alone in my apartment.

"Something like that," he said, and that was the end of that conversation.

I could have gone over to Ashland and then straight to Harrison. But this time of day, Ashland would be choked with traffic. I played around on the back streets and finally got to Ogden Avenue and then headed towards the medical center.

"You know your way around," the guy said at one point.

"Thanks."

While we waited for the light at Lake Street, a couple of skinny black kids walked in front of the cab. They were 16 or so, and they didn't walk, they strutted. One of them looked towards the cab, started to raise his arm, then turned his finger into a pistol and dropped his thumb. I pointed two fingers back and got both of them.

"Would you pick them up?" my passenger asked.

"You gotta be kidding me," I said, and wondered if he was testing me.

"Those kids, it's probably already too late," he said. "Did you see the eyes on the taller one?"

"Not much you can do," I said.

"You could try," he said. "Dead eyes. That's what I call those. We've got to develop some programs early on. Get them before the streets do. You know a kid, once they lose their self-worth, it's like what the hell. And it's really hard to get that hell out of 'em. I hired a guy who came out of the gangs. He went to school, medical technology. He was a smart guy. Good worker. And then his ten-year-old son was killed in a drive-by shooting. The guy called me. He didn't have enough to bury the kid. He'd gotten some from his aunt and some from his mother, and he called me looking for suggestions, 'cause he didn't know what the hell to do. I couldn't think of anything except to give him the money myself, and that's what I did."

"Good work," I said, but I don't think he heard me. He kept talking.

"And this guy, within a year he drifted back to the gangs. He quit the job, drew down his retirement, and that was that. I never saw him again. I told him to call me, you know, keep in touch, but . . ."

A few minutes later, I turned on Harrison Street. "Anywhere special?"

"No. This is good. I'm gonna have a cigarette before I go in."

"I give out one free ride a night," I said. "You're the lucky winner."

He laughed and threw a twenty over the front seat. "No way, man. I take a cab every single day and you're the first guy in six months didn't spend the whole damn ride whining about Uber. Keep that. Buy yourself a cup of coffee. Several cups of coffee."

"Alright, I will. Thanks."

I drove away laughing. Forty-five minutes and I'd already booked $30. But I had meant it about the free ride. That was something I got from Ace. He really did give out at least one free ride every single night, and he drove for more than 40 years. I seldom gave free rides. I'd been too busy accumulating money, so I'd have enough for when Laura came back.

Laura. That brought an end to my laughter.

I still had all the money I'd saved while waiting for her to show up. So now, if I went back to driving, I could give out those free rides. And I was going to fight Ken, so he’d let me make those missing loan payments on his medallion and car.

That was one of the reasons I taken Ken up on his offer. He said it was pointless to make the payments because there wasn't any business. My job was to prove to him wrong. He just had to learn another way to drive. My way.

But, even as clueless as I was, I knew that wouldn’t be easy. Even if I could make money, that didn't mean he'd be able to. It was hard to have a good shift when you were down in the dumps. And Ken was down deep and still digging. So was I, of course, but I was on my way back up. That’s how I figured it. If I didn’t have the nerve to kill myself, I’d have to figure some way to go on living.

I drove around the medical center for a while. There were cab lines at every hospital. A few people looked like they might want a taxi but instead of waving they were staring at their phones. I headed east on Taylor Street through the old Italian neighborhood, nothing, then north on Halsted into Greek Town.  More nothing. Another couple of people standing on the edge of the street staring at phones. 

And then a grey sedan pulled up to one of them. The woman opened the back door and slid inside, and when the light changed the car took off like a jackrabbit, cut in front of me, and turned left. "There goes another one," I heard myself say.

Once I saw the first one, I saw them everywhere. I drove around the west Loop for a good half hour. There were plenty of people who looked like they might want a taxi. But if they weren't looking down at their phones, they had phones in hand. There's another one. There's another.

I went north up Halsted Street, turned east, and bounced around the North Loop and found more of the same.

I tapped the horn a time or two. The people who bothered to look up, shook their heads, or they waved me away like an annoying insect.
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I headed into the Loop empty. This was something I almost never did but there was obviously nothing for me in the surrounding areas. Parked taxis were everywhere. All the cab stand were full. All the prime office building had cabs waiting out front.

One of the things I'd always hated about the Loop was my fellow drivers. It was hard to relax when cabs were whizzing past
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