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“Hi, this is Randy Stone. I cover the night beat for the Chicago Star. Stories start in many different ways...”
 
ONE of the more memorable openings from the days of Old Time Radio, these lines spoken by actor Frank Lovejoy opened each episode of Nightbeat. For over two years from February 1950 through September 1952, NBC played host to the adventures of Randy Stone, wisecracking, tough guy reporter with a heart of gold. Lovejoy, an established screen actor, brought a certain everyman edge to the role of this after hours scribe scouring Chicago for the best and the worst the night had to offer. He also had just enough muscle and grit in his voice to let everyone know, both characters and listeners, that Randy Stone was a man of strength and morals, someone who knew the city that he worked in like a lover. Couple that with a thunderous opening fanfare, well crafted and tightly plotted stories, and a strong supporting cast of actors and Nightbeat clearly stands out as one of the best remembered shows from Radio’s Golden era, even though it only lasted 28 months in its initial run.
My first exposure to Nightbeat wasn’t in the 1950s, primarily because I hadn’t made my way into the world at that point. No, I was eight years old in a small Arkansas town with a 1960s or so white radio with a light up dial that my grandfather had given me, hidden under the blankets of my bed way past my bedtime. And I wasn’t listening to the latest country or rock hits, nope, I’d found a station out of a college about 100 miles away that played the neatest stuff I’d yet to hear. Shows that were like television programs, but on the radio! Every night, around nine, there were different programs. A comedy about this couple that lived at 79 Wistful Vista. A western with movie star Jimmy Stewart playing the lead (Yes, I knew who Jimmy Stewart was. Obviously not the typical eight year old.), and more. But my favorite hands down was the show that had the attention grabbing music followed up with Lovejoy introducing himself as Stone.
I can clearly recall not just bits and pieces, but whole programs I first heard over thirty years ago under my covers. Tales like a wrong number on a medical report leading to a man nearly ending his life. And the fear a busted crate of contaminated butter caused across the city of Chicago. And the man Stone met on a bench, the man that politely turned to the reporter and explained that he was in fact dead. These and more not only stuck with me as a fan who went on to find many other fantastic radio shows to listen to, but also as a writer, desperate to tell the sort of stories that Stone went out every night in search of.
Nightbeat: Night Stories is the realization for me of not only telling those type of stories, but actually being involved in stories continuing the exploits of Randy Stone and his Chicago after sundown. RadioArchives.com, a true leader in production of quality radio collections, including three volumes of Nightbeat, recognizes the strength of the concept of the original show and the appeal that these types of stories carry for readers even still today. What began as a phone conversation between Radio Archives owner, Tom Brown, and myself, erupted and grew into the collection you’re now reading or listening to.
There’s something basic that appeals to anyone familiar with Nightbeat. Some stories are two fisted pulpy tales of action and crime, while others are really human interest tales dressed up in the ebony of the night. Every time Nightbeat came on the air, listeners didn’t know if they were getting Stone knee deep in a murder mystery or wrapped up in trying to help some errant soul just get his life on track. The breadth of human existence and emotion figured into the stories Stone shared and yet maintained strong enough pacing and enough action to call Nightbeat a crime or action drama, even hard boiled according to some.
Nightbeat: Night Stories are all new tales written by a variety of talented modern writers, but set squarely in the 1950s Chicago Randy Stone called home. Howard Hopkins, Paul Bishop, Will Murray, Mark Squirek, and Bobby Nash, as well as someone who’s been wanting to write Nightbeat since he was eight years old, bring Randy to life once more. And just as the show did, each story covers the spectrum, from true human drama to adrenaline filled action.
Radio Archives takes the experience a step farther with the Nightbeat: Night Stories audiobook. Noted voice actor Michael C. Gwynne breathes life into the stories. Michael C. Gwynne’s outstanding achievements have encompassed all areas of entertainment — radio, television and film. Although Michael has worked steadily as a character actor in television and film over the last three decades, his first love is still radio where he enjoys the challenges of a fast paced production, bringing a character to life with nothing but his deep thrilling voice. In Nightbeat, Michael does this just like Lovejoy did in the original series, making Stone’s journey through the Chicago nights almost literally come alive.
Nightbeat: Night Stories, regardless if you’re hearing this as an audiobook or reading the eBook edition, it is a homage to not only a classic radio show, but to a program that combined the best elements of storytelling to make each episode stand out as a classic. These six stories are a solid addition to that canon.
Stories start in many different ways. This one started with a phone conversation and ended with Nightbeat: Night Stories.
Copyboy!
 
Tommy Hancock
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Strangler
by Howard Hopkins
 
STORIES start in many different ways. This one started in Heaven and ended in Hell.
Some say the darkness hides a multitude of sins...too many times I wonder if the darkness breeds them. As the sun plunged beneath the Chicago skyline, preternatural gloom swept through the canyons of concrete and steel. As daylight faded like a great dying firefly, strings of neon replaced it with sickly pink and pale green while blackness cloistered in alleys and sin cloistered in blackness.
It was my city, my turf, and my job to pan the gold from the lusterless streams, at least as far as the Story was concerned.
“Poiper! Poiper!” The lad’s shouts pulled me from my thoughts as I left Lovejoy’s Diner and stepped out onto the neon-glazed sidewalk. He ran up to me, dollar signs gleaming in his wide blue eyes. “Poiper, Mister?”
“Sorry, son, I already know the headlines. I write for the sheet.”
His eyes got wider. “Really?”
“My name’s Randy Stone. I cover the night beat for The Chicago Star.”
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THE cold hard fact was I did know the headline, the one that had struck terror into the city for the past few days. I knew it and I lived it, because it had become personal.
Three young women, strangled, their corpses left to rot in alleys and on sidewalks in the seedy part of town that was now my destination. As the neon faded behind me and flickering streetlights washed an anemic buttery glow over cracked concrete, my mood darkened right along with it.
Three young women, dancers at a joint called the Stardust. You can probably guess what type of place it is. The kind where young women paraded in their birthday suits and lit their sordid audience’s candles. A bit of Heaven — for a price. But who truly paid that price was a matter best left to conscience and priests.
I’d been on the story for a few days, but nothing had pointed me in any useful direction — until Gertrude Jones called Mac at the city desk and wrangled his sympathy. How she had done it was still a mystery — Mac wasn’t about to tell, and frankly I couldn’t blame him — but Gertrude Jones had always been a virtuoso at playing the instrument known as man.
I should know. She had strummed all my strings a few years back.
It was with a mixture of plunging regret and peculiar excitement I had taken Gertrude’s call. Over the past three years since our “parting”, I had thought about her a few times, though those instances became fewer as time went on. She was a busty blonde with a million-watt smile who could make a man forget every bit of common sense the Good Lord gave him the moment she was near.
Emphasis on was. Because Gertrude was now in the very position she had called me to prevent — taking an eternal nap on a slab at the city morgue. Some protector I turned out to be.
I had reluctantly taken her phone call, but after a few minutes of hearing her angelic voice over the phone I was right back in time three years and hanging on her every word. Of course, it helped considerably that what she had called about was directly related to my present story — the murdered women. Still, a part of me I thought buried, wanted to believe she had missed me in some small way.
But that no longer mattered, because two murdered girls were now three, and the ghosts of lost chances with a woman named Gertrude Jones were haunting me and driving the desire to get the story before another girl lost her life.
Gertrude had told me a story, one I discovered went down like bad bourbon. She’d always been a rambunctious girl, earmarking herself for much bigger things than the wife of some beat reporter. A dancer, actress, singer. You get the idea. Small town girl comes to the big city, looking for fame and fortune. Well, she had picked the wrong city and fallen into hard times after she left me. The only gigs she could get consisted of losing her top and shaking her tassels for a bunch of drunken men at the Stardust. I never knew, and now that I did...well, like they say, ignorance is bliss.
Her stage name was Pansy Maye and I doubt anyone who came to the Stardust gave a damn that it wasn’t real, that everything they watched on the stage wasn’t real, just a persona designed to accentuate her natural attributes and bilk them out of their cash until such time as she could move on to her true destiny.
But destiny is a fickle thing. Sometimes it taunts you with what life could be, like a Venus Flytrap luring a meal. Then destiny snaps shut on you, devours you.
It had devoured Gert, and now all her dreams of being a “somebody” would accompany her to the grave.
The street darkened the closer I got to the Stardust, streetlights growing sparse. Cars rattling by became fewer and farther between. A seamy damp quality pervaded the night air and the sounds of the city surrendered to the low thrum of music just ahead.
The Stardust was a chintz joint with its own share of neon, half of it burnt out. But men didn’t come here for the neon; they came for the glitter. Or more accurately what lay beneath the glitter.
To one side of the Stardust squatted an abandoned dark building. At one time it had been a speakeasy, but it hadn’t been occupied since the Depression. To the other was a den of iniquity called the Pleasure Parlor. I watched a man stagger out of the Stardust and head straight for the Parlor’s darkened doorway. The Stardust heated the tea kettle and the Parlor let off the steam.
Two of the girls had been discovered in the vicinity of the Stardust, one in the alley between it and the abandoned building, another a few blocks down. A landlord, who apparently liked to rummage through Gert’s belongings when he thought she was at work, had stumbled over her body.
He’d been pretty shaken up when I’d interviewed him, and facts were few. He’d used his key to enter around 7:45 last night, switched on the light and nearly tripped over Gert’s twisted body. The only marks were from the bruised indentations of fingers on her neck. The coroner had let me know earlier this afternoon, Gert’s windpipe had been crushed. There appeared to have been little struggle and death had come quickly.
Gert had told me over the phone she had information about the other two murders. That’s why I was supposed to meet her at the Stardust tonight. She had not wanted to relate it over the phone and that had been a mistake.
Her last.
Maybe I could have saved her, assessed the danger better. But hindsight is 20/20 they say, and right now I could see backwards all the way to Frisco.
I paused outside the Stardust, peering at its glimmering neon and painted black glass door. Music thrummed from within, something full of vulgar horns and crashing drums. But men didn’t come here for the music, either; they came for the flesh.
Before setting out for the Stardust this evening, I’d spent some time checking on the joint. Established in 1948, ownership proved murky. It had been purchased by someone named Trebla Enopac. I’m sure whatever fool handled the sale assumed the name to be foreign and never gave any thought to it beyond the ‘paid-in-cash’ he stamped on the papers. The name was fake, of course, and somebody’s idea of a joke. Trebla Enopac. Albert Capone, if you reversed the letters.
But just who had faked it, and why, was a mystery, added to the already murderous one I was investigating.
Tonight I was meeting a girl named Mitzi. Just Mitzi. No last name she would admit to and she wasn’t particularly happy I was coming here to talk to her. She’d preferred to wait until tomorrow morning, meet at a diner, but after what happened to Gert, I’d insisted on coming right over. Mitzi was a friend of the former Pansy Maye, information I had gleaned from the overly curious landlord. He told me Gert often talked about Mitzi, even had her over a couple times, much to his pleasure. Landlord seemed like the kind of mug who’d frequent a joint like the Stardust.
With a sigh, I gripped the handle and stepped inside, a chorus of cheers and blaring music greeting me. Well, maybe it wasn’t Heaven but it had its share of fallen angels. A young “lady” missing the top part of her outfit offered to take my fedora and trenchcoat, but I politely declined, struggling to keep my eyes level on her hard, made-up face.
The place was roomier inside than it appeared from the exterior. A couple dozen tables peppered the room and a veil of cigar and cigarette smoke clouded the air. Along with it came the odors of cheap booze, unwashed men, sweat and other things it was better not to dwell on. At the back was a closed door I assumed led to the office of the owner; on the opposite side, stairs led from the stage to a back hallway where I surmised the girls would have their dressing rooms.
The stage jutted out into the center of the room and a young woman with a mane of platinum hair and a face that would have been attractive if not for a knife-edged hardness to her features strutted her ample stuff in some sort of tropical costume she was shucking in teasing layers. A placard just inside the doorway boasted the main attraction Lulu Allbottim, and it wasn’t much of a leap to figure out the woman on the stage was her. Although a few years older than the average stripper, I could see why she was the main draw and I was seeing more of why by the second. In another moment I’d get the full reasoning.
I didn’t wait that long. Men were whooping and dollar bills were sailing onto the stage. No one was paying any attention to yours truly, so I headed toward the rear. My shoes stuck to things on the floor and I didn’t bother to look down to find out just what they were. Some things even a reporter was better off not discovering.
I slipped around behind the stage into a dingy hallway lit by a single bare bulb hanging from a ceiling fixture halfway down. Mitzi had told me dressing room three. I paused before the door and knocked a rapid tap-tap-tap. A voice beckoned me in, so I stepped into the dressing room, not sure what stage of undress Mitzi might be in. Mitzi was fully clothed and I was not sure whether that made me feel relieved or disappointed.
She sat at a small vanity table lined with lights on either side of the large mirror. I saw my own face, a bit worn from grief over Gert, dark half-circles nested beneath my eyes, staring back at me. I ran a hand through my black hair and tried to carry my six-foot frame with more confidence than I felt at the moment. Fact was, Gert’s death had shaken me up more than I cared to admit. Nothing dies quite as hard as a future that never got the chance to live.
“You Randy Stone?” the young woman sitting at the vanity asked, surveying me, and, I could tell, not entirely displeased. That was something for a guy in his early forties, considering the girl was pushing all of twenty. Soft brown hair framed a face that despite her profession still held a trace of that innocent girl-next-door quality men turned handsprings over. She was far more attractive than Miss Allbottim, but probably not to the type of men who frequented the joint. They preferred their women more on the brassy side.
Dark half-moons had nested beneath green eyes tinged by sadness.
“Yeah, I’m Stone,” I said, nodding, taking a step farther into the room.
She pursed her lips, crinkled her nose and for a moment I thought waterworks would not be far behind. But she didn’t cry. She simply shuddered and composed herself and I figured she was a young woman who had had plenty of practice doing that in her lifetime. I mean, you didn’t end up working in one of these places without some mileage on your engine.
“It’s not a good idea to meet here.” She turned to the vanity and slid open the middle drawer.
“Better here than where I met Gertrude earlier today.”
She glanced back at me, at the same time rummaging through the drawer. “Gertrude?”
“Sorry, Pansy Maye. Gertrude Jones was her real name.” I realized sadness coated my tone and the young woman raised an eyebrow.
Mitzi turned back to the drawer, pulled out a small silver case, and flipped it open. After extracting a cigarette, she snapped it closed, dropped it back in the drawer, and slid it shut.
“You knew her...” she said, turning back to me. “Pansy, I mean.” It wasn’t a question. She had picked up on the grief in my voice.
“I knew her...a long time ago. She called me yesterday before her death, told me she knew something about the killings of the girls here.”
Mitzi nodded. It occurred to me she didn’t look at all like a Mitzi. Mitzis were dingy and bleached, with large cans and pendulum hips. This girl was small, reasonably put together, and in another life might have been any man’s dream girl.
“You love her? Back then, I mean?”
I was glad the heat I felt surge through my cheeks didn’t show. “I don’t think so. But I cared. We had something once.”
Another nod. “No one loves us. I mean, really loves us. We’re objects, right? Even Lulu...Big Al don’t love her. He just possesses her.”
“Big Al?” I didn’t like the name. I knew what it came attached to and suddenly the false owner’s backwards moniker made sense. I had the sinking feeling I’d just stepped in something that was going to be hard to scrape off my shoe.
“Big Al Gambino.” She stuck the cigarette in her mouth, brought the tip to light with a lighter she plucked from her dress pocket.
“Oh, swell,” I said for lack of anything better at the moment. I was taken aback and this complicated matters. Big Al Gambino wasn’t going to like the fact a reporter was snooping around his place, even if it was in an effort to find the man who had murdered his girls. “He owns this joint?”
She tossed the lighter to the vanity top, took a deep drag on her cigarette. “Lulu’s his squeeze. He treats me well enough...”
He didn’t. She was lying and I could tell instantly. Big Al had a reputation as a ladies man and God knew what the terms of this young woman’s employment entailed. From the look hiding in her eyes all of a sudden, her girl-next-door had been compromised.
“I’ll bet.”
She uttered a lifeless chuckle, watched the smoke from her cigarette twirl ceiling-ward. “But you didn’t come here to talk about Big Al, did you, Mr. Stone?”
I shrugged, leaned against a wall near a dressing screen. I noted a trunk, partially open, vomiting costumes, and more dresses with tear-away tops hanging on a rack, a boa draped over a chair.
“Gert — Pansy — said she had a lead on the two murdered girls. Any idea what it was?”
It was her turn to shrug. “None, Mr. Stone. But I know who killed Pansy. You find him and you’ll find the guy who killed all of them, I bet.”
“You know who killed Pansy?” Something cinched in my belly. I think it might have been hope, but I quickly cautioned myself. Stories never wrapped this easily.
“Jim Hicks. He did it.”
My brow crinkled. “Jim Hicks? Just who is Jim Hicks?”
“Her boyfriend.”
“Boyfriend?’ The tightness in my gut became something else — I’m not sure exactly what, but it had no right to be there. I hadn’t seen her in three years and the fact she would have another man was...well, it was to be expected, but I still hadn’t anticipated it all the same.
Mitzi sighed, leaned back in her chair and a distant look washed into her eyes, one flavored with a tinge of anger. “I told her that man was bad for her but she wouldn’t listen. I don’t think she could listen, you know? Some girls...get like that. They take whatever a man dishes out, I mean, either because they have to or they’re too stupid in love to know better. I never fall in love. Love only gets you heartache.”
I was inclined to agree. This girl had been love-stabbed somewhere in her recent past and the blade was still embedded in her heart. “Just why was he bad for her?”
She gave me an ironic laugh. “He was a jealous bastard, Mr. Stone. Can you imagine? I mean, why date a stripper if you’re a jealous guy? He liked to pound on her, but she never admitted it. But I seen her come in with bruises on her face and neck she had to cover with extra make-up. Once she was movin’ funny; I think he busted her rib. But I figure he liked the money she brought home. That’s the only reason his type would let her work here. I mean, the jealous type. He don’t work, she told me once. Just sits around drinkin’ all day.”
I nodded, the bad feeling in the pit of my stomach not getting any less acute. “So you think he killed her and the other girls?”
“Sure of it. Was just a matter of time. I told her so. She’d laugh it off, but I could see it in her eyes she was thinkin’ it over. I figure that’s why she called you and told you she knew something about the murders. I bet she was going to finally leave him and turn him in. That’s why he had to kill her.” The last came with a quiver in her voice — grief. I recognized it all too well.
What she said made some sense, but it left a rather gaping question: why kill the other girls?
“You know where I can find this Jim Hicks?” I didn’t want to get frosted about a man I hadn’t met, but fire ants were suddenly biting their way through my veins. The image of Gert’s deathmask face at the morgue flashed into my mind and the feeling only got worse.
“Twenty-one Stanfield, Apartment 4C.” Mitzi was suddenly out of her chair and standing before me. I swear I missed how it happened, but my mind was locked on Gert’s death. Her fingers drifted to my face, lightly touching. “You’re a nice man, Mr. Stone. I can tell. Not like the guys who come in here. You’ll take care of Hicks, won’t you? Pansy was about all I had. We were sisters of a sort, I guess you could call it. I want him dead.”
I’d misjudged her innocence. She was hardened and the girl-next-door was now just a look, a façade. But she had a heart still beating under there somewhere; it saddened me to think no one was ever going to take the time to dig it out.
“If he’s responsible I’ll see to it he sits in the chair.”
“For Pansy...” she said, drawing a bit closer.
“For Gert,” I said, uncomfortable with her closeness. I began backing to the door. She watched me fumble behind my back for the knob and twist. I was glad to get out into the hallway and away from her stare. A man could drown in that girl’s eyes.
My relief was short-lived. Lulu Allbottim stood at her doorway, a couple doors down. Her platinum hair waved about her hard but pretty face and her blue eyes pinned me like a butterfly with a needle. An unreadable smile was slung across her pouty lips and she wore some sort of sparkly white gown. There was something in her hand — a walnut.
Her smile widened and the walnut cracked as she squeezed, bits of shell dropping to the hallway floor. I shook my head, not sure what to think. Miss Lulu was apparently a strong woman and she had a devilish intent in her eyes I had no desire to deal with at the moment. I had a date with Jim Hicks and a temper to make him confess to a crime, if indeed he were responsible.
I turned, Lulu suddenly letting out a mirthless chuckle behind me.
And walked right into two goons who wanted to remind me of an appointment I never knew I had.
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AS THE goons led me back through the main dance room toward the office at the opposite side, I got the sobering impression refusing the meeting was not an option. Neither mug had much of an expression but something cold in their eyes told me they were used to getting what they requested and to object would cause a ruckus. I’m not normally one for taking orders from goons, but I was curious to see what kind of bird’s feathers I had ruffled, and I figured Gert’s abusive boyfriend would simmer a bit longer.
I’d like to say I was surprised to cast eyes on the man sitting behind a big oak desk, but after Mitzi’s revelation as to just who owned the club, that ship had left harbor. The two goons closed the door behind us and stood to either side, arms folded. For a moment I’d have sworn I had been transported back to the Roaring Twenties. It was the Age of the Bomb, not some backdoor speakeasy world of the Chicago of yesteryear, but apparently no one had dared inform Big Al Gambino.
One look at Big Al was to see just why reversing the name Al Capone fitted just fine. The man was wide and flat-faced, with a mobile mouth and a glint of razors in his dark brown eyes. He wore a pinstriped suit that appeared twenty years out of fashion and an attitude that was ageless — he was pissed off, at the world in general and yours truly in particular. A flick of his eyes told me I was intruding on something, and I assumed that something had to do with Miss Lulu, but I didn’t ask. I had no desire to put Mitzi in the hot seat for telling me the boss was dating his star dancer if said boss didn’t want to cop to it right now. For the moment it appeared irrelevant to the story, but after years in this business I filed every little fact for future reference in the cabinet I called a brain, just in case.
“Mr. Stone...” Big Al dragged out my name with a healthy measure of condescension.
“You know who I am?” I asked, stating the obvious.
“Of course. It’s my business to know everybody in this town.” He shuffled through some papers piled on his desk, located a folded copy of The Chicago Star, and tossed it to the edge of the desk. “The Nightbeat column. I’m a fan.”
“As long as you’re not in it, I presume.”
He eyed me with the look of a large dog selecting which cat he intended to have for dinner. “We are on the same page, then, Mr. Stone, pardon the expression.”
For the first time I noticed the top of his desk looked like something left over from a squirrel jamboree. Pieces of shells lay in little piles. As if he sensed what I was thinking, Big Al reached into a desk drawer and plucked out a walnut. He turned it over in his blocky fingers, then crushed it in his hand and let the fragments trickle onto the desktop. He selected the meat of the nut and popped it into his flat mouth. The implication was hard to miss.
“That’s the second time tonight I’ve seen the Nutcracker,” I said, keeping my voice level. This man, a reject from the days of Capone, wasn’t about to intimidate me. Much.
He uttered a lifeless laugh. “Lulu? I taught it to her. There’s a trick to it.”
“I hear that’s true about bending horseshoes and tearing phone books in half, too.”
“You may be right, Mr. Stone. I’ve never had the inclination to try. See, tearing a phone book in half or bending a horseshoe...there’s no point to it. I get nothing in return. But cracking a walnut...I get what’s inside.”
“You and a million squirrels across the country.” I was getting more irritated by the minute. “You own this joint?”
“I do, Mr. Stone. And everyone in it.”
“Including the girls?”
He shrugged. “They work for me. They are loyal to me. Only me.”
“Why the fake name on the papers?”
“Mahh, call it a tribute.”
“To Al Capone?”
An almost reverent glow washed into his dark eyes. “They don’t call me Big Al just for my girth, Mr. Stone. He had the perfect business model.”
“Kill the competition?”
“Now, who said anything about killing, Mr. Stone?” He hadn’t, but the threat behind his amiable façade was plain.
“Let’s cut to the chase, Mr. Gambino. I don’t much like being escorted by two goons.”
“I prefer the word ‘invited.’ “ His eyes darkened again and he poked at a piece of shell on the desktop. “You’re a reporter, Mr. Stone. I’m not fond of reporters. They have a habit of sticking their noses where they don’t belong.”
“Some people call it news.” I bristled, informing him with my body language I wasn’t about to take his guff.
“I call it none of your business.” With the statement, his tone became anything but amiable.
“Three of your girls have been murdered, Mr. Gambino. I would think even you would have a stake in finding out just who did it.”
“Stripping’s a hazardous occupation, Mr. Stone. These girls...they come from bad backgrounds, take up with the wrong sorts.”
I nearly scoffed at that. If anybody in the room was a wrong sort, it was wearing an outdated pinstriped suit. “You have a reputation with the ladies, Mr. Gambino. And a reputation for a temper, too.”
He laughed at that and it wasn’t entirely without humor. “Why would I hurt my own girls, Mr. Stone? I take a percentage of their earnings. I don’t see why I’d kill the golden goose.”
I peered at the shells on his desk. “All three were strangled. Their windpipes crushed. It would take someone with some hand strength to do that. Perhaps someone with enough hand strength to crush a walnut shell.”
He eyed me and I felt like a mouse under the gaze of a circling hawk. Then he reached back into the drawer, pulled out two walnuts. One, he tossed to me. I caught it, turned it over in my hand.
“Crush it, Mr. Stone. Squeeze right on the seam.” To demonstrate, he cracked his own shell, then extracted the nut.
Like an idiot, I squeezed. The shell remained intact.
“Takes some practice, Mr. Stone.” Gambino smiled. “It’s not all that hard. And as I’m sure you know crushing a windpipe takes very little strength. Such a fragile piece of the anatomy.”
I couldn’t read his tone, but something told me he had had some practice with strangling an opponent or two. Still, the question remained and was a legitimate one: why would he kill his own girls?
“Spoken like a man with experience.”
“Mahh, you work in this business long enough you learn things.”
“I’ll just bet.”
“You should learn, Mr. Stone. Learn I’m not a man who tolerates snooping around my establishment looking for bones.”
“I’m looking for a killer, Gambino.”
“Then perhaps you should look beyond the club.”
“What do you mean?”
“Been a man hanging around here. He’s eluded my boys, but he had an eye on Lulu.”
I tried to determine whether he was setting me on a false trail, but either he was such a practiced liar I couldn’t tell or he was speaking the truth. “Any description of this man?”
“Brown hair, young, trenchcoat. Much like yourself, Mr. Stone.”
“A reporter?”
Big Al shook his bullet head. “I doubt it.”
“That it? That all you can tell me about him?”
“You’re used to sniffing out stories. Sniff that one. And stop sniffing around here.”
With that I could tell I’d been dismissed. Big Al looked down at the pile of shells on his desk and feigned interest. I glanced back at the two goons, one of whom had opened the door in a clear invitation for me to take a powder.
I wasn’t inclined to argue.
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I LEFT the Stardust with a bellyful of annoyance and more questions than I had answers. Three girls dead, a joint owned by an old time mobster, and a drunk abusive boyfriend next on my list. Check that, no, I had a mysterious man in a trenchcoat to add to the mix, if Big Al could be trusted, which I was certain was not the case.
It didn’t take me long to find Jim Hicks’ apartment building. It wasn’t far from the Stardust and every bit as rundown. A drunk slouched on the wide bottom steps, legs sprawled out on the sidewalk, the remnants of his own vomit splashed across his grimy shirt. He glanced up as I approached, but quickly discerned I wasn’t the type to enable his habit and sank back into whatever alcohol-blunted world within his mind he found comfort in. For all the beauty that was Chicago, there was just as dark an underbelly. It was Heaven and Hell rolled into one. All cities were, I supposed. But walking the night beat I got to see both sides, and sometimes I wished one of those sides wasn’t so pathetically sad.
I climbed rickety wooden steps and shoved open a door to a small anteroom. A bare bulb flickered from the ceiling, casting a sickly glow over a sagging staircase that led to the upper levels. I climbed the flights to Hicks’ floor, paused in the dingy hallway. A rat skittered away at my approach and black, fast-moving roaches took a powder. Squalor and it surprised me, Gert dating a man living in such conditions. She had rebuked the life of being married to a reporter for much bigger dreams...if this was the dream, I think I’d stay awake forever.
I went to Apartment 4C and wasted no gentleness on the door. My pounding might have been mistaken for gunshots in any other neighborhood. But not in this one. Here folks knew the difference.
“Yeah?” a mushy voice responded from within, clearly annoyed and just as clearly lubricated.
“Jim Hicks?” I asked, feeling an urge to brush non-existent bugs from my trenchcoat.
“Whatta you want?” he said.
“Just to talk, Mr. Hicks.”
“What about?”
“Gertrude Jones.”
“Don’t know her. Go ‘way!”
I can’t say why a twinge of something grief-coated hit my belly, but it did. “Pansy Maye.”
A pause.
“Go ‘way!” his voice came again.
“My name’s Randy Stone, Mr. Hicks. I’m looking into Gert — Pansy’s murder.”
“Got nothing to say.”
After so many nights on the beat, I could smell panic and right now 4C stank of it. It might not mean Jim Hicks was guilty of murder, but it certainly meant he was worried about being accused of such.
I was tired of waiting on him to open the door. With a glance I could tell the door was of very little consequence when it came to keeping out unwanted visitors. Locked or not, it was sagging and had gaps top and bottom between the jamb.
One good kick sent it flying inward.
I caught the edge as the door rebounded and was instantly hit by the stench of unclean humanity and old beer. Mr. Jim Hicks sat sprawled in an easy chair, wearing a stained T-shirt that had gone gray ages ago and the look of someone who had not moved much or bathed in days. Since Gert had only been dead one day, I figured that to be his natural state, and again found myself puzzled as to just why Gert had settled for this life. Surely our relationship had been no bigger impediment to her dreams of glamour than this.
A graveyard of empty beer cans surrounded the easy chair and I spotted rat droppings and a few candy wrappers.
Jim Hicks was a blocky man, not handsome by a stretch, with a face full of I’m-going-to-beat-the-hell-out-of-you.
“I told you —” He came out of the chair.
I lunged, grabbed two handfuls of his grimy T-shirt, and whirled him toward a wall. I slammed him against it, in no mood for another run-around. Hicks’ breath could have ignited a rocket.
“Pansy’s dead,” I said, spittle flecking my lips. Every bit of anger I had over Gert’s death boiled to the surface and over the pot. “I’m told you liked to hurt her.”
“I didn’t do it!” he nearly screamed. Apparently Mr. Hicks was well versed when it came to beating on those weaker than himself, but dealing with someone stronger and willing to fight back was a different proposition.
I whirled him around, sent him stumbling back into his chair. Cans scattered as he stumbled through them and landed with a thud in the seat.
“Hear you’re the jealous type, Hicks. Like to beat up on women.”
Hicks glared up at me and I took a step forward. He recoiled, seemingly trying to bury himself in the chair.
“No, wait! I swear, man, Jesus, I didn’t kill her. She was my meal ticket. Why would I?”
“Like I said, jealousy and temper. It happens, Hicks. Guy goes all furious on his woman and there’s an accident.”
“There was no accident. She never came back from work. You want jealous, try that mug she works for.”
“Gambino?”
He nodded like a hopped-up jackrabbit. “Yeah, yeah, that’s him. He tries out all the girls there. He was trying to get Pansy to take up with him. She was refusing. He killed her ‘cause of it. I know he did.”
I peered at him. He might not have been lying exactly, but he was sure as hell trying to save his hide. Yet the question remained, why kill his meal ticket, indeed? Even jealous guys with tempers knew where the golden goose laid its eggs. Just like Gambino.
I could see questioning him further was going to get me nowhere for the time being. If fact, as quickly as I had gotten leads to Gertrude’s murder they had dried up like a Midwest drought. And this pathetic waste of skin before me, quivering in his chair, while possibly a suspect in her killing had no real link to the other two girls I could see.
“You know the other two girls killed?” I asked just for the hell of it.
“Hell, no.” He didn’t flinch and this time I knew he was telling the truth. That left me with nothing.
I backed toward the door. Jim Hicks might like to pick on those weaker than himself but his type certainly wasn’t adverse to striking from behind when the chance presented itself, and I wasn’t about to give him that opportunity.
“Hey,” he said, as I reached the open door. “That name you called Pansy...”
“Gert. Her real name was Gertrude Jones.”
A blank look washed into his eyes. “I never knew...” I might have heard a note of grief just then or it might have been fear at his own uncertain future. Who could tell with his type?
“There’s a lot of things you never learned, Hicks...unfortunately for you and Gert, it’s too late to figure them out now...”
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AFTER finishing my shift, I’d headed for home and set my alarm for 1 pm. To say I wasn’t a day person might have been understating it, so when the phone jangled the hell out of me at 10 am I awoke in a mood just south of a grizzly being roused out of hibernation.
“Yeah,” I answered, fumbling the phone out of its cradle, my eyes still glued shut.
“Randy?”
“No kidding, Sam. You know better than to get me up this early after a night on the beat.” City editors had precious little regard for schedules when it came to their reporters and the fact that Sam never seemed to sleep didn’t make it any better.
“This is important, Randy. I thought you would want to hear it.”
It always was. “Couldn’t it have waited till my beat?”
“Morgue doesn’t like your hours.”
“Morgues don’t sleep, Sam.” I started getting a sobering dread in the pit of my gut at the mention of the word “morgue.” I was fully awake now and not entirely pleased about it.
“Get down there, Randy.”
“Why?”
He told me, and that dread I was telling you about? Multiply that times ten. Sleeping was suddenly off the menu for the rest of the day.
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GALEN THE GEEK was on duty at the morgue today and that pleased me almost as much as being roused out of bed. But of course that paled to the task I was about to perform.
Galen was as gray pastel as any of the cadavers he oversaw and while it was a cliché, clichés were clichés for a reason. He was a mushroom of a man, with a head far too big for his Ichabod Crane body. Big black eyes that held a peculiar eagerness for all things dead gave him the look of a vulture. His white coat, stained with things of various gruesome colors I had no urge to ponder, was a couple sizes too large and flapped behind him as I followed him down an antiseptically lit hallway to the main storage room.
I suppressed the urge to shiver as Galen went on about some hit and run victim cops had had to scrape off a Chicago street. He exuded a curious glee that turned my stomach, so I tried to tune it out until we reached the room.
The room was all sickly green tile and stainless steel, lined with wooden cabinets painted corpse white that contained trays of sharp instruments and bottles of amber liquid. Steel tables stood in a queue, each holding a sheet-covered form. Some of the sheets had bled through with grisly browned blotches and a chill permeated the room. It was not just that the chill came from coolers designed to preserve the bodies for autopsies, but the chill to exemplify everything the room stood for — the utter and tragic absence of life. Death resided here, mocking the living, taunting the grieving.
“Here,” Galen said, doing a spider-walk to the third table. “She’s a right pretty thing.” He said it with a slight southern accent and creepy inflection that made my mind want to curl up in a ball. Galen loved the dead. I only hoped that didn’t mean more than the reverence he gave them for study.
He lifted the sheet and I could feel my face drain pale.
The look of innocence still remained, oddly enough, yet with it was also one of bitterness, anger at the life she had led that had been cut so tragically short. If a corpse could be said to have an expression, this one’s said it was pissed off at lost chances.
“Oh, God,” I muttered, a wave of remorse sweeping through me. Again I flashed back to the previous day, when I had set foot in this very same room and peered down at the lifeless form of Gertrude Jones.
“What?” Galen asked, eyebrows dancing.
I shook my head. “That’s her. That’s Mitzi. She was a dancer at the Stardust, like the rest.”
Galen nodded. “Right pretty young thing,” he said again. It got on my nerves.
I forced myself to look back at the young woman, wishing there was some way I could have turned back time and saved her life. But there wasn’t and now the story had become even more personal.
I noted the bruises on her throat. “Strangulation?” I said, not really a question.
Galen’s head bobbed like the bird of prey he resembled. “Crushed windpipe, too, I’d reckon. Know soon enough.” His drawl raked my nerves even further and I turned my gaze from the corpse.
Mitzi was dead. After talking to me. After Big Al had conducted me into his office and uttered veiled threats. After she had given me Gert’s boyfriend’s address. I didn’t like coincidences and I was certain this was not one.
Something struck me. I looked back to the corpse, not really wanting to but knowing I had no choice. There...on her neck, jammed into the flesh at the edge of a bruise.
“What is that?” I asked, pointing.
Galen’s brow scrunched and he peered at the corpse. “What is what?”
“On her neck at the edge of the bruise.”
Galen leaned in, peered closer. His long bony fingers probed at the tissue, extracted a piece of something. He held it up to the light. “Looks like a fragment of shell to some kind of nut...”
I nodded. “Walnut.”
“Could be.”
“Is.”
And that revelation brought with it a wave of guilt that told me I just might have gotten this young woman killed by questioning her at the Stardust after all.
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NIGHT hit like a cold slap and it didn’t help that I was wrestling with the memory of two dead women’s faces in my mind. They tell you never to get too attached to the people who walk through your stories — let me tell you, that’s a crock. Any human being with a semblance of compassion gets involved in the story. Shutting it out is a myth, unless you’re dead or your brain’s miswired. That Gert had been close to me once certainly didn’t make things any easier. And now another girl was gone, one who should have been starting a family and living her life in some suburban neighborhood in a house with a picket fence, two kids, and a dog. Instead she was lying cold on a slab. Life was never fair; I had come to accept that. But at times its unfairness had legs.
“Coffee,” I ordered as I slid onto a stool at Lovejoy’s Diner and shucked my hat, setting it on the counter top. In my mind I indexed just what I had, which wasn’t a hell of a lot. One: a drunk, abusive boyfriend with a possible reason for murdering Gert, but not the other girls. Maybe Mitzi, if he suspected she would tell the police about the bruises he had left on his girlfriend, but that was reaching. Two: a mysterious man in a trenchcoat who may or may not have existed. And if he did, so what? Some transient killer? Another motive? A psychopath? Three: a mobster who technically had more to lose by bringing unwanted scrutiny to his business by murdering his own girls. It didn’t make sense. Something was missing. The fact that a piece of shell embedded in the dead girl’s neck seemed to point right back to the owner of the Stardust smacked of a plant. Why would a mobster be carrying around shell pieces? I’d noted his fingers were manicured, so the chance of it being stuck beneath one of his nails and accidentally left behind was more than a longshot.
That left me with nothing but a heart full of sorrow and a stomach full of lead.
My coffee came and I sipped at it. It was too hot, as usual, or maybe I was just touchy with all the death around me.
“Mind if I join you?” a voice came from beside me and I was suddenly aware of someone sliding onto the next stool, not bothering to wait for an answer.
That somebody had a mane of platinum hair and a figure to knock down tenpins. Up close, buried beneath the makeup, Lulu Allbottim was more garish than beautiful, but men like Big Al Gambino would go for that sort.
“Looks like you already have,” I said, not sure whether I was surprised or annoyed. Maybe some of both.
 “Men don’t usually object to my company, even in clothes,” Lulu said. I noted she was considerably more dressed than the last time I had seen her, right down to a jaunty little hat perched atop her blonde head. She wore a stylish and probably expensive skirt and waistcoat that barely contained the package men paid a week’s wages to see.
“I’m not most men,” I said, then took another sip of my coffee. No need to feed her ego — she had plenty of others to do that. “How’d you find me?”
She offered me a smile, one much more friendly than the smirk she’d flashed in the hallway of the Stardust and one about as sincere as the ring of a wooden nickel.
“You’re not hard to find, Mr. Stone. Everybody seems to know you and where you frequent. It was just a matter of checking a handful of places. I got lucky. This was my first.”
“Work slow tonight?”
“Not due on for another hour. I’m the star attraction, or didn’t you read the sign?” She said it with an edge; she was used to men being bowled over by her and it annoyed the hell out of her I wasn’t licking her heels.
“Then I guess the question would be, why? Why did you find me?”
“You’re investigating the murders of those girls, aren’t you?” Swell, her eyes were tearing up and I had every idea the emotion was just as sincere as her smile. “Those girls were my friends, Mr. Stone.”
“Somehow I get the impression you aren’t the type to sit around with the ladies planning bake sales, Miss Crabtree...” I saw the spark of anger wipe the tears from her eyes. One thing I had spent time doing today, since sleep had not been an option after leaving the morgue, was checking on the rest of the girls who worked for Gambino. Lulu Allbottim was in reality Esther Crabtree. I could see why she had changed her name.
“So you looked into me?” Her tone didn’t carry as much irritation as her eyes, but it was there nonetheless. It also said she had fully expected as much and maybe that’s why she was really here, to see just what I had come up with and if any fallout would somehow land on her.
“I looked into everybody who works at the Stardust.”
“And what did you find?” She leaned a bit closer, her demeanor suddenly becoming almost coquettish. Whatever she used for perfume had been applied too liberally but was intoxicating nevertheless.
“What Lulu wants Lulu gets, that it, Miss Crabtree?”
She pulled back, face flashing puzzlement, then returning to annoyance. “You’re a hard man, Mr. Stone.”
“Something you should appreciate, Miss Crabtree.”
“Don’t call me that. It’s not my name anymore.”
“Then cut to the chase and tell me what you really want. You care about those girls about as much as the guy you date does.”
She pursed her lips, narrowed her eyes. “So Mitzi told you.”
“That you date the owner? She told me. That why you’re not on a slab?”
“That’s why I came, Mr. Stone. No matter what you think my reasons might be, my life is in danger. I know who killed those girls.”
She looked sincere but then again she’d probably had a lot of practice perfecting that look.
“Second time in as many days I’ve heard that proclamation. Last girl to say it ended up a stiff.”
“Which is what I’ll be if you don’t stop him.”
“Him? Who’s him?”
“Big Al. He killed those girls. He uses them, then throws them away. He’s been doing it for years.”
“That so? I count four bodies. And don’t think I didn’t look into your boyfriend, Miss Allbottim, because he was first on my list today. He’s got plenty of shady deals the feds couldn’t stick charges on and some of his competition has a habit of disappearing, but four murders pointing back to him? Seems sloppy.”
“Did your research show how many women have just ‘left for home,’ Mr. Stone? How many up and vanished without collecting their last earnings?”
She had me there. But then such things weren’t easily found in public records. “Why, Miss Allbottim? Why would he kill his own girls?”
“He uses them, then makes sure they don’t squeal. He’s a crumb. He’s never been faithful to me. I’ve seen them when he thinks I wasn’t around. Going into his office, coming out all flushed and rumpled.”
You could hang a coat on the genuine anger in her voice now. I was pretty certain she was telling the truth, at least about Big Al’s indiscretions.
“So you want me to prove your boyfriend killed those girls? Before he kills you?”
“Those girls used to just disappear. Now he’s leaving bodies. I think he’s insane.”
“Someone would have to be to murder those women, wouldn’t they?”
She cast me an unreadable look, then shrugged and slid off the stool. “My life is in your hands, Mr. Stone...” With that, she pranced away, a stiffness to her stride that told me she was anything but comforted by our meeting. I had half a mind to yell back at her that the last two women whose lives had been in my hands hadn’t fared too well, but refrained.
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I LEFT the diner mulling over Miss Lulu Allbottim’s plea, trying to decide just how sincere it was, but finding myself with a mix of emotions. She was used to deceiving men; she made a profession of it. Yet, something in her plea held a note of desperation. What that desperation was, I would have to leave to conjecture. Because the bad thing about walking along a Chicago street lost in thought was that you never saw the man following you until a hard object crashed into the back of your skull and your last vision was that of the concrete sidewalk rushing up to meet your face.
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I AWOKE in Big Al’s office with a cannon going off in my skull and a pistol firing in my nerves. Something solid had left a lump the size of the Hope Diamond on my noggin and a drumbeat slamming through my brains that would probably not die down until Christmas. I was propped in a chair before the big guy’s desk and even the sound of him cracking one of his damn walnuts sounded like firecrackers going off. I rubbed at the back of my head, immediately discovering from the stab of pain that was a mistake.
“Glad to see your little accident didn’t put you in a permanent state of dead, Mr. Stone.” Big Al peered at me with a smile far too whimsical for the situation.
“Accident?” I twisted my head to look back at the two goons perched to either side of the door. One of them was grinning. I hated him. I looked back to Big Al. “I don’t like being waylaid, Gambino.”
“Who does?” His smile widened. “But my boys saw you trip and fall and did what any good citizen would do — brought you here to recover. Who’s to say different?”
My face hurt. Bad. I realized the reason for that was because I had kissed the sidewalk. I tentatively prodded it, feeling lumps and tender spots.
“I say different.”
He shrugged. “Two witnesses against one, Mr. Stone.” He said it as if that told the whole story. It irked me that he was likely right.
“What do you want this time?”
“You stay away from Lulu.”
“She came to me.”
He nodded. “She doesn’t make a move I don’t know about.”
“You have her followed?” The fact did not surprise me.
“Of course.”
“She seems to think her life is in danger from you. That she’s next on your list of strangled strippers.”
Big Al let out a laugh that struck me as entirely genuine. “That’s funny, Mr. Stone. That what she told you? Big Al murdered those girls?”
“In a word, yes. She said you use all the girls here, then dispose of them.” I realized if Big Al really was the killer I might be putting Lulu in a bad position, but both were taking turns at me and right now I didn’t care a damn for either. Besides, I was inclined to eliminate the guy from the list of suspects just on the fact he’d brought me here instead of stuffing me in a barrel and rolling me into the river.
Big Al’s expression darkened. “Lulu and I have an arrangement, Mr. Stone. I date who I want and she dates me. Only me. Capice?”
“She agree to that arrangement?” Damn, my head felt like it was going to drop off my shoulders and right at that moment I wished it would.
“What she agrees to doesn’t really concern me. I audition my girls. It’s no secret. But I don’t damage my merchandise.”
By damn, I really think he meant it. There was just enough indignation in his tone to convince me he was telling the truth.
I stood, not the easiest of efforts since the room tilted a little more than I appreciated. But with a couple deep breaths everything steadied.
“We done here, Gambino? Or am I going to end up occupying a slab next to Mitzi?”
He peered at me as if the thought had crossed his mind. “You stay away from Lulu, Mr. Stone. I like your column. Be a shame to see it discontinued.”
“Due to lack of a writer?” I didn’t mask my irritation.
“We understand each other, then.”
“There wasn’t much room for interpretation...”
“Try the man —”
“In the trenchcoat. I know. I’ll interview him just as soon as he steps in my path...”
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BACK on the street a few moments later, I discovered my irritation growing along with my headache. Big Al hadn’t warned me away from the investigation this time; he’d warned me away from Lulu. He was jealous and she was his possession. He was not about to murder her and he hadn’t murdered me. And to face facts, it would have been easy, too easy, after his goon used the back of my head for batting practice.
While I couldn’t completely remove Big Al from my suspect list — I could certainly see him making a stripper or two vanish or wind up on ice — he had moved to the bottom, right along with Gert’s boyfriend, and maybe the rest of Chicago. I wondered if there were any chance of Lulu ending up on a slab by tomorrow morning, but decided that was pretty unlikely with Gambino’s boys following her around like obedient puppies. Short of Gambino himself, nobody was going to get close enough to her to cause her harm.
I was back where I had started and frankly my head hurt too much to think about it. Fifteen minutes later, as I walked toward the diner, all I could think of was aspirin, coffee, and a warm bed. The only sobering aspect was the lifeless faces of Gert and Mitzi in my mind and that would keep me pressing on, despite my own discomfort.
That and the man in a trenchcoat who stepped in my path.
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WHEN I made the remark to Gambino, it had been uttered with a measure of sarcasm. But sometimes life imitates art and there stood the man exactly as Gambino had described him. Which was too bad for the man, because I was still in a foul mood and in no mind to put up with getting brained again — so I took the attack to him. I leaped, swinging, and the feel of my knuckles crashing into his jaw felt far better than it should have, considering it was painful as hell and set my head to thundering even harder.
The man went down and I have to admit I was half-hoping he’d get up so I could hit him again. But he didn’t. He merely moaned and rolled onto his side.
I knelt, fumbling at his coat until I located a billfold.
“Now, let’s just see what the fisherman caught...” I muttered, holding the billfold up so the streetlight’s glow could flash from it.
Oh, damn.
The man came to and flashed me a glare that could have melted paint off a wall.
“Sorry,” I said, handing him back his billfold and coming to my feet.
He didn’t look like he was quite ready to accept my apology.
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TWENTY minutes later I perched on a stool in Lovejoy’s Diner, the man in the trenchcoat, which was now draped over an adjacent stool, beside me, clutching to a cup of coffee. His name was Jack Harlan and he had a welt across his jaw, compliments of yours truly.
“So, investigator?” I said, not quite knowing whether to be embarrassed or worried about him pressing assault charges.
His demeanor had softened after I told him of my earlier experience with Gambino’s goons, so I was hopeful embarrassment would suffice.
“You’re a reporter, Stone. Next time questions before action.”
I nodded, my noggin still hurting and my disposition still sour. “You were seen around the Stardust. Gambino seems to think you’re the killer.”
He nodded, took a sip of coffee. “I was hanging around the place. Esther Crabtree.”
“Lulu?” I said, not following.
“Miss Allbottim has a proclivity for accidents, expensive accidents she collects on. I’ve been trying to gather evidence on a suit she has coming up. One that involves her father.”
“Her father?”
“Earl Crabtree. He’s in a hospital, barely clinging to life. She claims he fell and hit his throat on the stairs of the apartment building she and Gambino’d set him up in. Ritzy place. Willing to pay out a lot of money to keep it quiet if they were indeed responsible.”
“Hit his throat?” I suddenly didn’t like the way things were looking and maybe moving Big Al to the bottom of my suspect list had been premature.
Harlan nodded. “Crushed his windpipe. Miracle he’s alive at all, but he’s not likely to ever come out of his coma.”
“Doctors are sure he hit his throat in a fall?”
He shook his head, briefly touched the spot on his jaw where I’d clocked him. “You’ve got a dangerous hook, you know that? But to answer your question, no, the bruises were inconsistent with that. They think he was choked but with her as a witness, they can’t prove it. That’s part of my job.”
“And you think she’s covering up for something Gambino did to the old man?”
“That’s my theory. You have first-hand experience with the guy. Ever see how he cracks walnuts?”
I nodded. “Cute trick.”
“Strong hands. Strong enough to overcome Earl Crabtree, but maybe he was interrupted before he could finish the job. Maid saw the old man at the bottom of the stairs, Lulu crouched over him, crying.”
If Lulu had shed a tear for anyone but herself it would have surprised me, but I suppose a father might be a different story.
“What about the murdered girls?” I asked.
He shrugged. “I saw them around the joint, but I was too busy trying not to be seen to follow them around. I don’t know who killed them, but if I was a betting man I’d lay the chips on Big Al Gambino.”
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BIG AL GAMBINO. I pondered the name as I rode the elevator up to the third floor of the Tuttle Sanatorium. On the surface, the finger of guilt appeared to point right in the big mobster’s direction. It was getting tough to ignore the circumstantial evidence, yet something was niggling at the back of my mind and becoming stronger the closer I got to Earl Crabtree’s room.
The hospital Jack Harlan had told me the elder Crabtree resided in was a private affair and generally a last step to the Great Beyond for the patients who came here. That Earl Crabtree had been here for the past few months told me it wasn’t likely he’d ever be leaving, unless it was in a box.
That notion was confirmed the instant I cast an eyeball on him.
“Only a minute,” the nurse on duty told me as I stepped into the private room. “He’s unresponsive but we try to keep any excitement away from him. Are you a relative?”
“Of a sort,” I lied. The only thing Earl Crabtree was relative to in my case was my story and any slight hope I might have had of him uttering a damning name or clue flew out the window with a look at the tubes running out of his nose and arms to various bags and electronic machines.
As the nurse swept by me out into the hall, I stepped closer to the bed and gazed at a man who had obviously once been much larger and more robust. Even in a catatonic state he had a hard face and it was somehow easy to imagine him being father to Lulu; they had the same sharp edge to their features. The elder Crabtree’s face was sallow and sunken, his closed lids still in hollow pits surrounded by charcoal gray flesh. He lay utterly still save for the slight motion of his chest rising and falling, the only sign he remained still alive, along with the monitor’s incessant beeping.
I leaned in, studied his throat, which had become something akin to a turkey neck after months of muscle atrophy. An air tube led into his trachea and even after all this time I imagined I saw the ghosts of old bruises. Finger bruises. I blinked and they were gone. I had the feeling I was still seeing Gert’s and Mitzi’s throats in my mind and it had somehow translated to the man lying before me.
While I couldn’t prove it, my reporter’s intuition told me Earl Crabtree had taken no fall. He had been strangled, but whoever had done it had not done the job well enough — or had been interrupted in the act.
That left me with gnawing questions. If the maid had interrupted the potential killer in the act...why hadn’t she seen him running from the scene? Because he had heard her coming and sneaked off before she got there? Why hadn’t he remained to kill her? Because it was too dangerous to try? She might have gotten out a scream and made escape impossible or at the very least caused other residents to peer out from behind their doors and catch a look. Big Al would have been a highly identifiable perp.
But the maid hadn’t seen him. She’d come upon Lulu crouching over her father’s body, weeping. I could attest to the fact Lulu was practiced at crocodile tears, however, so it might have been an act. I had no idea how she got along with the man lying in the bed. Regardless of that, Lulu had testified he had fallen. That placed her as a witness. If Earl Crabtree had been the victim of an attempted strangling, and I was sure that was the case, why had she not seen the attacker?
Or had she?
Had she caught Big Al trying to murder her father? Made up her story to protect her own life? Is that why she came to me, pleading for help?
Had I made a mistake — again — in informing Big Al of the purpose of her visit?
Something hit me then, nearly as hard as the blow delivered by Big Al’s goon.
Earl Crabtree was in a private hospital. Private. That meant money. I doubted Lulu could afford the cash flood it took to keep her father in this room.
Big Al could.
If he had tried to kill Earl Crabtree, that left two questions: Why and why pay the cost to keep him alive afterward, when there was even the slightest possibility he might revive and identify his attacker?
I didn’t like the feeling crawling around in my belly. If I combined it with what Jack Harlan had told me about Lulu’s lawsuit, I liked it even less. If I added that to the first time I had seen the dancer...
“Aw, hell...” I muttered.
I backed out of the room, knowing where I needed to go next and not caring for the prospect one damn bit. I made a stop at a phone booth and put in a call to Sergeant Kolsky, my friend on the force, then headed out of the Sanatorium.
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THE STARDUST was packed with sweating stinking men and music blared. A girl in a Bo Peep costume twirled about on stage. I spotted no immediate signs of Big Al or his goons, but that didn’t mean they didn’t spot me.
I brushed off the hat check girl and headed to the rear of the stage and the hallway that led to the dancers’ rooms.
Stories sometimes ended in ways I could not foresee or like and this was one of those times.
There was a story behind every dancer in these places, not just my Gert or Mitzi. But for every girl who came from a hard background and fell into this sordid world there was another type, a predator, or someone whose screws had come loose and driven them to acts only their diseased minds could rationalize.
As I gripped the handle to Lulu’s dressing room, I knew just where she landed in that mix.
She sat at a vanity that was a replica of the one in Mitzi’s room and her eyes rose in the mirror as I entered. I left the door open behind me. I hoped Kolsky didn’t take his time getting here. The last thing I needed was another meeting with Big Al.
“Why, Mr. Stone, didn’t you know it’s polite to knock before entering a lady’s dressing room?” She pulled the front of her blue robe shut, covering what had been mostly exposed. All pretense had dropped from her face and tone. She knew why I was here, and I guessed she had it planned that the disappearance of one reporter would only raise a temporary stink. That I wasn’t immediately attacked told me she wanted to determine first whether I had brought anyone with me and how much damage might have to be mopped up.
I poked up the brim of my hat. “Big Al covered for you, didn’t he? He knew all along you were killing those girls.”
She smiled the smile of a poisonous snake. “Nothing goes on around here without Big Al knowing, Mr. Stone.”
“So when you knew I was on the story you came to me to shift the blame to him?”
“Better him than me, yes? If you got close to something, who better to blame than the gangster with a shady past and present?”
“Why kill them? The girls, I mean.”
“I don’t share my men, Mr. Stone. Big Al had a thing for pretty young strippers. I got tired of it. They had to go. Big Al usually hid the bodies and said the girls left town.”
“Was Pansy one of them?” My stomach sank further, if that were possible. This woman thought nothing of life, save her own. People got in her way and she removed them.
“Pansy overheard us one night. I caught her on the phone to you, but she never saw me.”
“The last four girls didn’t disappear...”
‘No...” Her brow scrunched and a vicious light sparked in her eyes. “Another reason I wanted you to pin it on Big Al. He had a thing for that first girl whose body showed up. Maybe a permanent thing. But he still wanted me in reserve. I think killing her frosted him good, so he left the bodies to keep me in line, thinking he could always point the finger back to me. It was a question of me or him. I chose me.”
“And your father,” I said, the plunging feeling turning to nausea. If I had ever seen a woman so cold blooded, the memory eluded me.
“You think I wanna work in a joint like this forever, Stone? In case you didn’t notice every other girl in this joint is ten years younger than me. How long do you think men would pay to see an aging stripper?”
“So you took out an insurance policy on your father and tried to strangle him. When the maid came along, you pretended he had fallen, your plan all along, except you didn’t quite have time to finish the job.”
Her snake smile widened. “How did you know it was me?”
“I asked myself, why would Big Al pay for a room to keep your father alive if there was a chance the man would wake up and point the finger at him. The answer was obvious: he wouldn’t — unless he wanted him to wake up to point the finger at someone else if he needed it. That someone was you.”
She nodded. “You’re smarter than you look, Mr. Stone. Anything else?”
I frowned. “First night I saw you...you cracked a walnut with your hand. I doubt many women could accomplish that. Trick to it or not, it takes some finger strength, enough to crush a windpipe and strangle four women... and a man if caught by surprise.”
A dark storm moved across her eyes. “My dad used to make me dance for him, Mr. Stone. He’s the reason I do what I do. You can forgive my lack of compassion where he’s concerned.”
“It’s not my job to forgive, Miss Allbottim. It’s my job to tell the story. I’m sure Big Al will want to hear it.”
“He already has,” came a voice behind me and I whirled to see the mobster standing in the doorway, his two goons to either side of him. “And he didn’t care for it one damned bit.”
“No!” Lulu suddenly screamed. “You’ve ruined everything, Stone!” Before I could even turn back to her, she sprang from the chair and landed on me. Her fingers arrowed to my throat, dug in deep.
I don’t think I have ever felt a grip so strong, even from a man. I couldn’t take a breath and struggle as I might I could not shake the woman off. She screeched like a banshee and blackness edged in from the corners of my mind. I swore I heard my windpipe cartilage crackling.
I hated to hit a woman, but Lulu Allbottim gave me no choice. I winged an uppercut that cracked like thunder from her jaw. She tore loose and landed in a heap at my feet, out cold. Fortunately for me, Miss Allbottim’s jaw was nowhere near as strong as her grip.
I staggered around, ready to confront Big Al and his men, though I knew I would have no chance. But the point became moot an instant later. Kolsky and his men piled in behind them and as we say in the biz put the story to bed.
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AS I sat at my desk typing the story for the next column, I said a silent goodbye to Gertrude Jones. Her star never got the chance to shine. In fact, it had fallen from a cold sky and the future we might have had would forever be buried in the earth. The only consolation might be that Lulu Allbottim would be joining her once they pulled the switch on the chair. Earl Crabtree died early this morning and perhaps that was just. His killer now in jail, he could go to whatever place men like him went, a victim of his own sowing.
At any rate, for the time being the night beat got a little darker.
Smiling a grim smile, I grabbed the phone, wishing I could get rid of the heavy sadness in my heart, but I knew it would be there a while.
“Copyboy!”
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The Chicago Punch
by Paul Bishop
 
HI, THIS is Randy Stone. I cover the night beat for the Chicago Star. Stories start in many different ways. This one started with a punch from years ago and ended with a killer kayoed by a pugilistic priest.
In my youth, I’d thought I was pretty good with my dukes. That is until I was kayoed in the first round of the Golden Gloves competition by ‘Tornado’ Tim Brophy. My days of pushing leather dwindled by the time I was looking back at my teens. Instead, I’d started punching my battered Underwood with the sticking E key.
Still, I’ve never forgotten facing off against ‘Tornado’ Tim, especially as he went on to win the tournament. Over the years, we’ve remained friends. ‘Tornado’ Tim Brophy is now Father Tim Brophy, “The Battling Priest.” He’s the heart of St. Vincent’s Asylum For Boys, a local Catholic orphanage.
Father Tim is beloved by the boys in his care. However, he is still a fiery personality and is constantly despaired of and prayed for by St. Vincent’s nuns. He keeps his ruffian brood in-check by teaching each and every one of them the elements of the ‘sweet science.’ These are boys who come to him with no food in their bellies, no love in their hearts, and no hope for a future. Through boxing, Father Tim fills all those holes, turning boys into men in the process.
I walked into the East Street Diner just before the dinner rush and saw Father Tim waiting for me in a booth. There was a large woman in a loud, red-checked jacket sitting next to him. Even from the door, I could see her size wasn’t all fat. There was a lot of muscle on her bones as well. I pegged my hat on the stand and walked to join them.
“Randy! How are you?” Father Tim asked, standing to shake my hand. He slapped me roughly on the back with only a little less force than he’d used to put my lights out in the ring.
“A little bleary-eyed, Father. It’s still a little early in the day for me.”
“I wouldn’t have called if it wasn’t important,” Father Tim said, sliding back into the booth next to his companion. I took occupation of the bench seat across from them.
A waitress with Iris on her nametag and stains on her white uniform sauntered over.
“Coffee.” She didn’t say the word like a question. 
“Thanks.” 
She poured steaming liquid into a chipped porcelain mug, put it down in front of me, and walked away.
“Swank joint,” I said.
“Your stomach is safe as long as you don’t order the eggs.” This came from the woman sitting next to the padre. “Bertha Levine,” she said, introducing herself.
“Big Bertha Levine?” I asked. “The fight manager?”
“In the flesh,” she said. “I should know, there’s enough of it to go around.” She laughed, making her double chins wobble.
I gave her a smile I’d been keeping in my wallet for just such occasions. It was a little worn. A woman fight manager was a rarity, but I knew Big Bertha had inherited her position from her father and her grandfather before him. It was in the blood as they say.
“You aren’t looking for a rematch, are you, Father?” I asked, switching my attention to him.
The priest’s eyes twinkled. “Now, there’s a thought.” He looked at Bertha. “Do you think we’d get enough customers pay to see a reporter land on his keister?”
“I’d buy a ticket,” Big Bertha said. “Never come across a reporter yet who didn’t put more fiction than fact in a fight story.”
 I put up a hand to stop the friendly abuse. “I work the nightbeat, human interest stuff, not sports.”
“I thought sports was human interest,” Bertha said.
“Maybe, if it’s got the right angle,” I said. “You have a story for me?” 
“More like a favor,” Father Tim said. “Would you talk to an alumni of St. Vincent’s who might be in trouble?”
“It’s Felix Stokes,” Bertha said before I could ask. “He’s a middle weight. I had him on track for a title shot. Was starting him slow — making sure he got the right fights, so he didn’t turn into a tin can palooka. Sweetest left hook I’ve ever seen.”
When I raised my eyebrows, Father Tim chimed in. “I know what you’re thinking, Randy. Every fight trainer thinks his prospect is a contender, but I’m telling you, Bertha is right.”
“What makes Felix different?”
“He’s got the Chicago Punch,” Father Tim said.
I’d heard the term before. “You mean he’s got heart ...”
Father Tim nodded. “Not the one pumping in his chest, but the one that makes a fighter take every punch, get off the canvas every time he’s knocked down, and makes him the last man standing when the final round is over — that’s the Chicago Punch.”
“Very poetic, Father. Maybe you should be writing my column.”
Bertha gave me a thunderous look. “You reporters are more cynical than a bookie on a losing streak.”
“I’ve had a lot of boys come through St. Vincent’s.” Father Tim said, his voice reasonable, but firm. “My job is to turn them from lost orphans into decent men. I put ‘em all in the ring to toughen ‘em up, give ‘em some confidence, and teach ‘em the discipline to stay out of trouble and get ahead in life. Most of ‘em never get in the ring again, but they carry what they learned with them forever. There’s also been a handful talented enough to earn a living with their fists, but only one or two with the Chicago Punch, the heart to challenge for a title.”
“And Felix is one?”
“Like none of the others.”
“So, what’s the problem?” 
I looked at Bertha. She appeared almost reluctant to spill. After a moment, she spat it out. 
“This ain’t no sour grapes, you hear me?”
“Just tell it.”
“Father Tim sent Felix to me to manage. He is something special — not just a good fighter, but a good man. His heart doesn’t just fill the ring, it expands into everything he does. There isn’t anyone Felix wouldn’t help when they’re down.”
“You putting him up for a civic award?”
Bertha ignored my crack and plowed on. “Two weeks ago, Felix left me without an explanation. Went over to another promoter — Marty Deakins.”
That rocked me back on my heels. Everyone knew Marty Deakins was connected. He had a reputation for dirty dealings second only to the mayor.
“Why?”
 “Don’t ‘ya think I asked him that a hundred times,” said Bertha. “He won’t say nothing. Deakins has got something on him. It’s the only explanation — otherwise, the kid wouldn’t play it this way. I know him.”
“The kid a gambler? Is that how Deakins got his hooks in?”
Father Tim shook his head. “Felix is a good kid — doesn’t drink, doesn’t gamble ...”
“Women?”
Father Tim shook his head again. “Too shy and naïve — told me once if he couldn’t be a fighter, he’d want to be a priest or, God save him, a writer.”
Bertha had anger written all over her face. “Next Friday, Deakins is putting Felix in the ring against Silas Payne. Felix is going to get his head torn off.”
“I thought you said Felix was the golden boy.”
“He will be if he’s handled right. Payne is little more than one of Deakins’ trained gorillas, but he’s got way more experience. The fight could ruin Felix.”
“Why would Deakins snatch Felix away just to smash him?”
“None of it makes sense. It’s why we want you to talk with him.” 
I shrugged. “Why do you think he’ll talk to me?”
Father Tim answered, “Because he thinks you’re aces. He reads Nightbeat every day. Loves the stories you tell. He admires what you write and what you stand for.”
I felt a bit embarrassed. “All those words in the morning edition are lining birdcages by the afternoon.”
“Not where Felix is concerned. He cuts them out and pastes them in a book.”
“Where can I find this rabid fan?”
“Deakins trains over at Ten Count Gym. If Felix isn’t there, he has a room over Hillman’s Bakery. He helps with the morning baking.”
“Boxer, baker, candlestick maker ...” I sighed. “I won’t promise anything, but I’ll give it a shot.”
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I DEAL in putting words on paper, but there are many other ways of communicating. Boxing is one of them. It’s a tough racket, but peel away the sweat and the blood and the bruises and you experience the basic language of men. Black men, white men, brown men, oriental, Jewish, Catholic, agnostic, Italian, Irish, Polish, Puerto Rican, illiterate, scholar, beggar man, thief — none of those things matter in the ring. The language of boxing is spoken with gloves pounding into muscle. The argument rages loudly until one man’s arm is raised in victory.
Men in the ring speak to each other in ways only they can understand. It is a brutal telepathy of aggression punctuated with a Morse code of blows. The game can eat up young men like Felix, addle their brains and break their bodies. But true fighters, those who have what Father Tim called The Chicago Punch, or the New Orleans Punch, or The Anywhere Else Punch — will never stop expressing themselves. The ring is their paper, their bodies their pens. Fighters will always write their stories with the ink of pain and determination.
I drove to the offices of The Star, catching the paper’s boxing scribe Stan Kaplan at his desk. Stan was an old timer back when I joined the paper. Now, he was as ancient as the office furniture, but he knew more about the fight game than anyone else in the city — and he could still put a deadly string of words together.
“What are you doin’ out before dark, scribbler?” Stan asked when he saw me.
“Reminding myself how dirty this city looks with the sun beating down. Tell me about a fighter named Felix Stokes?”
Stan gave me a look. “You know something I don’t?”
“Probably — just not about boxing.”
“Wise guy.” Stan leaned forward and started rifling through the mountain of papers and clippings on his desk. “Here it is,” he said, handing me a clipping that ran to ten column inches of print framing two photos. The larger photo was of Felix in a traditional boxer stance. He was a good looking kid with densely packed muscles. The second photo was of a woman whose facial features showed she was clearly related to Felix. From the style of her clothing, the photo had been taken a number of years ago. 
“That’s a piece I did on him six months ago.”
“Who’s the woman?”
“His mother. He was abandoned by her at St. Vincent’s when he was six with a note saying she couldn’t take care of him no more. Apparently, she put the photo in with the note.”
“Sad story.”
“It gets worse. Felix was adopted two days before Christmas when he was eight, but driving away from the orphanage with his new parents there was an awful car crash due to ice on the road. Felix was the only one to survive. He was only two blocks away from St. Vincent’s before he had to go back.”
Apparently, the kid hadn’t gotten many breaks in life. “What kind of fighter is he?”
“He was a comer.”
“Was?”
“His new manager has him matched up against a goon next Friday. The safe money says Payne will take Felix apart.”
“Is there a lot of dough riding on the outcome?”
Stan shrugged. “From what I hear there’s a little more than normal, but nothing to write your Aunt Mary about.”
“Any idea why Felix switched from Big Bertha to Marty Deakins?”
Stan shook his head. “It can’t be on the up and up.”
“What’s the scoop on Deakins?”
“Rumor has it he’s in deep with the bent nose crowd. He’s scrambling to pay off debt, but his stable of fighters ain’t enough of a draw to rescue him.”
“Not even with Felix?”
“Felix is still fresh meat. If he’d stayed with Big Bertha, she would have brung him along slow, made sure he got the right fights at the right time. As it stands, he’s got a small following, but he ain’t gonna draw the kind of action Deakins needs — especially putting him up against a goon like Payne.”
“And if Deakins doesn’t come up with the scratch he owes?”
“Then he’s gonna be trying to punch his way out of a cement overcoat.”
“So, what’s his play?”
Stan went silent and stared at me.
“What is it?” I asked.
“I heard something. Not even a rumor, just a whisper. Your kid could be in big trouble.”
“Spill it, Stan.”
“Some folks don’t like their fights done up with gloves and Queensbury rules. They like a fight where only one man walks away. The whisper is Deakins runs a sideline in these death matches when he needs to raise cash. He brings the fancy in, runs all the betting, and takes home a large chuck of moola.” 
I knew “the fancy” was a fight term for the crowd that flocked to illegal bareknuckle matches. 
“You think Deakins is setting up Felix for one of these matches?”
“He has to do something to solve his cash flow problems.”
“What about the fight with Silas Payne?”
Stan shook his head. “Not the kind of payoff Deakins needs. I’d say it’s all for show, a carrot to get the kid hooked in.”
“What’s in it for the kid?” 
“Maybe Felix didn’t think Big Bertha was bringing him along fast enough.” Stan shrugged. “Deakins probably promised the kid the moon, but is playing him for a sucker. The kid is a scrapper. He might not draw a huge crowd for a legit fight, but in an illegal fight with a bad ending, Deakins could use the kid’s freshness to pull in a huge crowd of heavy betting punters.”
“You got any proof?”
Stan snorted. “If I did, I’d be spilling it across the Star’s front page — let my career go out in a blaze of glory instead of on the tale of another Friday night with two bums pummeling each other senseless.” He turned back to his desk and pulled a thin file out from a larger stack. “But I do have this ...” He opened the file and handed me the clippings inside. “Two bodies were found a month apart last year near the Union Stock Yards. Coroner put their death down to misadventure — said they was hobos who fell into the yards and got trampled.”
“You think differently?” I said, glancing at the clippings.
Stan shrugged. “Maybe. I only picked up on the obits because both men, Olson and Cooper, were over the hill fighters down on their luck. A body that’s been beat to death don’t look much different than one that’s been trampled. Especially if there is a payoff involved.”
“Any connection to Deakins?” 
“Both of them were set to fight Silas Payne the week after they died.”
I brought my eyes back up to stare at Stan. “What are you trying to tell me?”
“To watch your back. I did some digging around. Back before these guys turned up, Deakins was said to be strapped for cash. Afterward, he was flush and loud.”
“But now it looks like he’s in hock again,” I said.
“Guys like Deakins always figure they’re big and tough and independent, but The Machine always steamrollers them. Sooner or later, they’re back getting measured for that cement overcoat I mentioned.”
“You ever get any answers to what really happened to these guys?”
“I’m a fight scribe not a crime reporter. I passed the info on, but nobody was interested in the deaths of a couple of brain damaged pugs.”
“Can I keep these?” I asked, holding up the clippings.
“Sure,” Stan said. “If it will help you save the kid.”
He handed me the manila file folder and I stuffed the clippings inside.
I left Stan and walked to my desk. I poured a mug of Joe from the office pot on the way. It was a thick sludge, but I needed the caffeine. I lighted a cigarette to help kill the taste and sat down to read Stan’s story on Felix. It was a heart warmer, designed to get the fight crowd behind Felix after Big Bertha had turned him pro. He’d won his first two fights and was setting up for his third when the article was written. Stan had done a good job of turning Felix into the kind of everyman hero fight fans loved.
It appeared, however, bad luck was still dogging the kid. There had to be some reason behind him turning his back on Big Bertha and throwing in with a pariah like Deakins, but there was no clue in the article. If I was going to unravel the mystery before Felix went down for the count against Payne, or maybe even worse, I figured I’d better go straight to the source.
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THE TEN COUNT GYM was an old burlesque queen dressed up in cheap finery, heavy make-up, and too much perfume. It was located in a rundown area on Pershing Road near Ashland. The rancid-sweet offal smell off the nearby stock yards was strong. The yards were right there, behind the strip of buildings that housed the gym, several sweatshops, and a string of dilapidated warehouses. The buildings had long been scheduled for demolition, but somehow they had avoided being torn down.
When I entered through the gym’s battered front door, I was immediately assaulted by the stench of old sweat and older leather. There were three heavy bags hanging in a line to the left of the door. Two of them were weathering fighters’ punches. On the right, two of the four speed bags were beating their rhythmic tattoo as men slick with exertion flashed flying fists against them again and again. I was surprised at how busy it all was for the early evening, but not everybody was a contender and some had to workout when their day jobs were done.
The smells and noises of the gym were part of the boxers’ language. The yells of encouragement from the two dozen men outside the three rings in the middle of the gym were almost an inarticulate conversation of grunts and groans speaking roughly of desperate hope and chipped dreams.
In the two smaller rings, fighters and trainers were going through lackluster motions. All the real action was in the raised main ring where Felix Stokes was sparring with a brutish looking pug who sported a mashed nose and crew cut red hair. He had to be Irish.
One of the men spotted me. “Hey, you can’t come in here. This is a closed session.” Like most of the others, he looked like hired muscle, the kind who took care of business outside the squared circle. 
“I’m just an interested member of the press,” I said. “How’s your boy shaping up?”
A tall, razor thin man in a gray sharkskin suit turned away from the ring action when he heard this exchange. He was clearly Marty Deakins. He had the face of a hungry ferret and a diamond stickpin in his tie. 
When he moved toward me, I was surprised to see a woman standing behind him. She wore it well, but her dress was simple and ten years out of style. Like her dress, she was beyond the spring of her youth, but still shapely. She had a long fall of red hair framing an oval face. I felt I’d seen her somewhere before, but then I took in the black arches of her eyebrows and realized the packaging was hiding the true woman underneath. She was attractive, but there was a hardness around the edges of her eyes when she flashed them at me that spelled danger. 
“I know you,” Deakins said. His voice was a rasp as if he had trouble getting the words out of his throat. “You’re Stone — from the Star.”
That picture next to my column sometimes closes as many doors as it opens.
“Guilty, your honor,” I said, trying another smile on for size. This one didn’t work any better than the one I’d tried on Big Bertha.
“What do you want?” 
“I thought I’d do a story on your new prospect. I hear he’s got a tough fight coming up next Friday.”
“You ain’t no fight scribe,” Deakins said. “You’re just a big nose butting in where you ain’t wanted.”
The two fighters in the ring had stopped circling each other, turning to see what the interruption was about.
“Hello, Felix,” I said loudly.
Felix awkwardly removed his mouthpiece with a gloved hand. “Gee, Mr. Stone,” he said. “Wow ...”
“Get back to work!” Deakins snapped. “You don’t talk to reporters before a fight.”
Deakins brought his attention back to me. “This is a closed session. Either get out or I’ll have you put out.”
I made the smart move and got out under my own steam.
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I PARKED a half a block down the street in the darkness under a broken street lamp. I could see the front door of the gym from where I sat. I patiently smoked a cigarette, cupping it in my hand to stop the glow from showing. It took the best part of two hours before I saw Felix leave the gym along with Deakins and his entourage. 
I didn’t want to approach Felix while he was still in reach of Marty Deakins, so I let him ride away on a beat up motorcycle that was only a small step up from an actual motorized bike. 
Father Tim had told me Felix lived and worked at Hillman’s Bakery, so I figured I could catch up with him later. First I wanted to see if I could get back into the gym. The lights were still on and I figured there were still a few people inside, but with Deakins gone, I figured I’d chance my luck.
I left my car where it was and made my way on foot around the back of the dilapidated edifice. Trash and debris abounded in the wide strip between the building and the low wall abutting the stock yards. I did my best to avoid puddles of unidentified muck to where the gym’s fire door stood open. A stick of a black man with a towel over his shoulder was sweeping garbage out of the doorway. I knew him. 
“Hello, Russell,” I said.
The black man looked up at me. “Mister Stone. What you doing here?”
“My job, same as you. Last time we talked you were working over at Farrell’s boot factory.”
 “That’s my day job. Cleaning up here is my night job.”
People like Russell were the heart blood of our city — working hard every day — and every night. 
“How’s your boy, Aaron, doing?”
Russell gave me a wide grin that was missing a few teeth. “Just great, Mister Stone.”
“He still playing ball for Grambling State?”
“Yes, sir. Ever since you helped him get out of that trouble crowd he was running with, he been cracking the books and doin’ what he s’pose to do. Me and his mother are still mighty grateful.”
“Grateful enough to help me help out another young kid?”
Russell gave a quick glance back over his shoulder. “What you need?”
“Five minutes in the locker room alone ...”
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RUSSELL let me in through the back door and then went back to the gym, leaving me alone. I checked along the row of battered lockers used by the gym patrons. The wooden cubbies were a freestanding row of simple cubicles with no doors. Four of them held battered training gloves, headgear, and sparring belts. Some of the cubbies were decorated with fight flyers, pictures of sweethearts, and other sentimental if worthless souvenirs.
I could tell which cubby belonged to Felix because the picture of his mother, the one reproduced in Stan’s story, had been attached to one side. What was more interesting, however, was a newer photo. It was of the woman who had been standing behind Deakins. 
I was right to think I recognized her. Stuck as it was next to the old photo of Felix’s mother, it was easy to see the woman in the second photo as an older version of the one in the first. The fall of red hair surrounding the oval face had made the transition through the years untouched.
“I figured you’d be back!” A voice rumbled.
I turned my head to see Marty Deakins stepping into the locker room. He was followed by the fighter with the red crew cut with two other men on either side making a muscle sandwich.
“Get him, boys!” Deakins said.
I wasn’t about to end up trampled in the stock yards. I snatched the two photos from Felix’s cubby before reaching up to pull as hard as I could on the freestanding cubicle structure. It toppled down between me and the muscle, giving me the time I needed to escape out the fire door.
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I MADE it to my car and sped away from the gym without being turned into a punching bag. I’d been sapped and clubbed and had guns pointed at me pursuing other stories, but it was never a highlight I wanted to repeat.
My Mercury was only a year old and almost found its way to the cop shop on Brussard by itself. I tipped my hat to the desk sergeant, who nodded me through to the stairs leading to the detective squad room. 
Bill Reasoner was at his desk in the far corner. He and his partner Mel Crider had been working the nightshift so long their pallor was as white as the sheets on my bed.
“Quiet night?” I asked.
Reasoner took his feet off the lower drawer he’d pulled open in his desk and leaned forward in his chair. “Typical newshound, trying to tempt fate.”
Crider walked over to join his partner. He was shaking his head. “Asking questions like that can set off a crime wave — you should be ashamed.”
I shook hands with both men. They were tough guys, but they had to be. They did their job well, which was more than could be said of some who wore the same badge.
“You guys got anything on Marty Deakins?”
The two bulls looked at each other. Crider answered. “He runs a string of thugs he calls boxers.”
“He’s not big time yet, but he wants to be,” Reasoner chipped in.
“You ask me,” Crider said, “He’s trying too hard. I hear he owes the boys who run The Machine a little too much juice to play with them on the level. He wants to be independent, but can’t keep on the right side of the bookies.”
“Few can,” I said.
“A mug’s game,” Crider agreed, somehow keeping a straight face despite the ‘Racing Times’ on his desk.
I took out one of the photos I’d snatched from Felix’s locker. “She look familiar to you?” I extended it toward the detectives.
Crider took a long squint before handing it to Reasoner, who put on a pair of reading glasses before glimming the snap.
While Reasoner was pondering, Crider walked over to a wall cabinet and pulled out a drawer. He walked back with a file, which he opened and riffled through. “What do you think?” he asked Reasoner, taking a mug shot out of the file and handing it across.
Reasoner did a comparison and then turned both the snap I’d given him and the mug shot toward me.
“It’s the eyebrows,” I said after a moment. “Who is she?”
“Deakins’ sister, Hester.” Crider said. “Did a stretch for check kiting. Got out a couple of months ago and made a beeline back to her brother.”
I took the two pictures from Reasoner. In the mug shot, Hester Deakins had short cropped bottle-blond hair, but the dark arching eyebrows were the same as the redhead in the other picture — the woman I’d seen standing behind Deakins. 
I now had the start of an idea of how Deakins lured Felix Stokes away from Big Bertha. It was amazing what you could do with wigs today.
The squad room phone rang. Crider snatched it up. He grunted into the receiver a few times, penciling notes on a pad, before hanging up.
“Uniforms in a prowl car broke up a beating down by the stock yards. Perps got away, but the victim is still breathing — male, black, named Russell Brown. Ambulance is taking him to City General.” Crider turned his attention to me. “Better tag along scribe. The victim is asking for you.”
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I FOLLOWED Crider and Reasoner’s black detective sedan as it sped to the hospital emergency room. All the way, I felt sick to my stomach. Deakins and his boys must have turned on Russell after I’d made my escape. I felt more than a little responsible.
At the hospital, the doctor was not happy when Crider and Reasoner insisted on letting me talk to Russell. Apparently, however, the beating, while serious, had not been life threatening. The uniform boys in the prowl car had stopped things before they’d gone too far.
“They was gonna throw me in the stock yard. Let me be trampled by the cows.” Russell told me through his swollen mouth. He had a number of cracked ribs, a broken arm, and a multitude of contusions. “Them blue-suiters turned up before they could throw me over.” Russell tried a broken tooth smile. “First time I ever been glad to see flatfoots.”
“They say you won’t tell them who did this.”
Russell shook his head slowly. “Not my way. Makes too much trouble for people like me. I gots to get out of here and take care of my family.”
“You just worry about getting healed. Did Deakins and his boys do this because they thought you let me in?”
Russell slowly shook his head again, his black eyes turning purple from the beating. “No, sir. They didn’t know. They caught me listening in on what they was saying about grabbing Mister Felix and making him fight tonight.”
“Tonight?”
“Mr. Deakins said you wouldn’t stop snooping so they better set the match up tonight. He was just getting ready to send his boys to get Mr. Felix when they caught me.”
“Do you know where this fight is supposed to be?”
“Somewhere in the stock yards, but it ain’t no fight ...”
“What are you talking about?”
“Mr. Deakins, he knows people will pay big money to see men beat each other with their bare knuckles.”
“But why Felix?”
“Because he’ll do whatever Mr. Deakins says to protect his momma.”
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I USED the hospital payphone to call Father Tim. He spluttered and blustered when I told him my thought process, but he agreed to do what I asked him. When I explained what I wanted to Crider and Reasoner, they jumped on the bandwagon as well. You couldn’t trust too many cops in this town, but I could trust them.
Back in my Mercury, I made good time through traffic to Hillman’s Bakery. The storefront was closed, but there were lights on in the back where the baking was done. 
I pounded on the bakery’s back door until it was opened by a huge round man in a white apron with flour dust on his arms. He looked angry.
“What’s the ruckus?” There were heavy traces of Germany in his accent. It didn’t take a lot of brainpower to figure he was Hillman the baker.
“Mister Hillman, my name is Randy Stone. I’m with The Star. It’s important I talk to Felix Stokes.” I knew Felix was there because his low powered motorcycle was leaning against the back wall.
“Wow, Mr. Stone ...” Felix had come up behind the baker.
Hillman scowled. “Make it quick,” he said. “We’ve got bread to bake.” He turned back into the bakery leaving Felix and I to talk.
“I read your column every day, Mr. Stone. It’s great ...”
“Thanks, Felix, but it’s your boxing I want to talk to you about.”
Even in the shadows I could see Felix’s face darken. “Is this about me leaving Big Bertha?”
I held up the picture of his mother. The one left with the note when he was abandoned on the steps of St. Vincent’s. “Your mother,” I said. Felix grabbed the photo from my hand.
I then held up the other photo I’d taken from his gym cubicle. In the other hand I held up Hester Deakins’ booking photo. “Not your mother,” I said. “Deakins’ sister ... Hester.”
This time Felix was slower to respond. He took a step forward to look more closely at both photos. I saw a tear start in one corner of his eye.
“I’m sorry, I said. “I didn’t mean to be cruel, but I think you’re in danger and I had to act fast.”
Felix reached out and took the photo of Hester Deakins in her red wig. “I thought she’d come back. Deakins told me she was in big money trouble and only if I did what he told me would she be safe.”
“He tell you the only way to get the money she needed was to fight for him in a bareknuckle bout?”
Felix swallowed. “How do ...?”
“Now, isn’t this nice,” Deakins’ voice made me turn around. He was flanked by his muscle boys, both of whom had guns in their mitts. The big Irish fighter with the red crew cut appeared in the doorway behind Felix.
There was nowhere to run this time.
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DEAKINS and his goons hustled us away from the bakery in a well-oiled routine. They had snapped sets of handcuffs on both Felix and myself. They didn’t have any trouble getting mine on, but three of them had to sit on Felix. Still, the deed was done without too much trouble.
I was just grateful they didn’t plug me where we stood. I was banking on the fact they didn’t want the kind of questions a reporter’s corpse with a bullet causes to get asked. 
Deakins, however, told me upfront my fate wasn’t going to be pleasant. “Won’t be much left once we run your corpse through the meat grinder at the packing plant and slop the remains to the hogs.”
I was thinking on that image as the sedan the two goons stuffed me in sped away from the bakery. I could tell we were heading in the direction of Ten Count Gym and the stock yards. It wasn’t much of a shock.
It was a tight squeeze in the sedan. I was pushed up against Felix on the backseat with a goon on either side. Deakins was in the front passenger seat with the Irish Pug, who Deakins called Silas, driving. So this was the vaunted Silas Payne. What had he been doing sparring with Felix earlier? It wasn’t often opponents sparred the week before their bout. It seemed Deakins’ fights were fixed in more ways than one.
“I’m sorry, Mister Stone,” Felix said.
“It’s okay, kid. You didn’t know. Thugs like Deakins are just a blight on everything good in the world.”
“Shut up, you,” Deakins said, pointing his gat at me over the back of the front seat. “I’ll happily plug you where you sit.”
“I ain’t doing nothing for you,” Felix said to Deakins.
“Now, that’s just too bad,” Deakins said. “You see I’ve offered some folks a good show, but they don’t care if it’s with a fighter who might just hold his own or a reporter who is just going to get beat to death.”
“What do you mean?” Felix asked, not being as quick on the uptake as I thought he might be.
“You knew you were going to be going bare-knuckled and toe-to-toe with Silas here for the sake of your momma. Now you know your momma ain’t your momma, you’re still going to fight.”
You’re a rat,” Felix bounced forward until one of the goons shoved him back against the seat. “If I didn’t have these cuffs on ...”
“You’d what?” Deakins said and then snorted. “You do as I tell you and if you beat Silas maybe, just maybe, I don’t feed your reporter friend through the meat grinder.”
“He ain’t gonna beat me,” Silas said, his eyes flashing up into the rear view mirror. “I’m gonna crush him, Mister Deakins.”
Relaxing slightly, Deakins put his gun out of sight. “Be sure you do, Silas, or you’ll be fertilizer for the stock yards.”
“What kind of crowd are you going to get on such short notice,” I asked Deakins.
“These types of fights are always short notice. That way the cops don’t get a whiff of the action and try to spoil the fun.”
“How does it all work?”
“You’ve got a big nose don’t you? Just like all reporters. You’ll just have to figure it out.”
“The way I figure it,” I said, figuring I didn’t have anything to lose by keeping Deakins talking, “you’re never going to get out of hock to The Machine no matter how many of these illegal fights you stage.”
“What do you know about it? Nothin’ that’s what.”
“How many fighters like Olson and Cooper are you going to find?” That grabbed Deakins’ attention. Olson and Cooper were the two fighters whose obits Stan Kaplan had shown me. “How many more payoffs can you give to the coroner to say a dead hobo fell into the stock yards and was trampled?”
“Happens all the time,” Deakins snapped at me. “Somebody is always trying to rustle stock when it’s penned up. Makes a good meal for a lot of men down by the railroad camps.”
“I think you’re running out of options,” I said. “When you’re resorting to tricking or forcing men into these brutal fights for the prurient interest of the crowd, your plan is going to come apart at the seams.”
Deakins shrugged. His voice was quieter. “Maybe, but not this time. Not in time to save you.”
We’d see about that ...
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ANOTHER ten minutes of driving and we arrived in front of Ten Count Gym. From the number of cars parked in the area, Deakins’ method of gathering his crowd on short notice was quite effective.
“How do you get the word out,” I asked. “It can’t just be word of mouth.”
Deakins was too pleased with himself not to tell me when I asked this time. “Phone boiler room,” he said. “Rotary lines. I’ve got the most modern set-up in town. I also use runners to get the word to those who don’t have phones, but can’t resist a wager.”
“You must also charge admission.”
“Not only admission, but a subscription to stay on the informed list.” Deakins was as proud as a new papa. “But the real money is in the betting. I get a commission on every wager and the house never loses. There’s more than enough money to keep me independent and on top.”
“Why not just fix the scheduled fight between Felix and Silas?”
“A news hack like you is never going to get it right,” Deakins said. “A regular fight fix has to have the approval of The Machine and they get the largest cut. My special fights are mine alone. I don’t share the takings with nobody.”
I didn’t say anything, but I knew that attitude would only last so long before The Machine mowed him down like they’ve done to every other criminal upstart in this town who didn’t play ball. 
Silas brought the car to a stop in front of the gym.
“Get out, “Deakins said. “You’ll see what this is all about soon enough.”
As we exited the car, I purposely tripped and fell against Felix.
“Just keep the fight going,” I whispered urgently.
He looked at me in surprise. It was dark enough for me to risk giving him a quick wink and a nod.
We were hustled around the outside of the gym to a wooden gate in the low wall bordering the stock yards. I hadn’t seen it when I’d been back in that area before. It led to a fenced corridor about six feet wide running between the stock pens.
In the dark, walking over the dirt of the uneven ground with my hands cuffed behind me was not easy. Lithe and athletic, Felix didn’t appear to have as much trouble following Deakins and Silas. The two other goons were behind me bringing up the rear.
After a hundred yards, the fenced corridor we were following led into an open pen. Trailer flatbeds had been wheeled into positions along the sides leaving a bare, muddy, patch in the middle, which I assumed would be the ring.
Atop the flatbeds, men from all walks of life, dressed up and down, were standing and talking loudly. They were all bound together by the lure of gambling and the visceral promise of men pounding each other with bare fists at a cost of their lives.
The smell of stock and manure was almost overpowering. The noise of the steers crammed together behind the wooden pens on the other side of the flatbed trailers was a constant cacophony. It was as if the beasts sensed not their impending doom, but the anticipation of the bloody event about to be wrought by the mass of humans now penned in the area themselves.
Eight tractors had been stationed between the trailers. Their engines were running and their headlights provided a ghostly illumination of the muddy arena.
The two goons pushed me up against a wooden fence gate. I could feel the heat and surge of the agitated steers, their lowing infiltrating the night with their plaintive wails.
I felt behind me with my handcuffed hands, feeling for what I hoped would be there — and found it — a simple latch, no lock, but stuck firm.
Deakins led Silas and Felix into the center of the muddy flat.
“Are you ready, gents?” Deakins bawled in a carnival barker’s voice to be heard. The roar of his gathered fancy answered him with barely restrained impatience. 
Silas had stripped off his shirt, showing off a prodigious amount of muscle to the approving crowd. He flexed and threw a few shadow punches.
Deakins made a show of taking off Felix’s handcuffs by shoving him to the muck on the ground first. With the unlocked cuffs in his hand, Deakins backed away. Felix stood up, his face a mask of bewilderment.
“All bets down?” Deakins asked loudly, looking to men standing on the corner of each flatbed trailer. Each one raised his hand in positive response.
The two goons with me were paying me scant attention. Like the crowd, they were caught up in the spectacle.
Silas suddenly stepped forward, delivering a bare-fisted right jab into an unprepared Felix’s face. The younger, slighter built fighter dropped like a poleaxed bullock. He took two blows from Silas’ hobnailed boots before he found the instinct to move.
What happened next made me think Felix was not as stunned by all the action as he appeared. Instead of rolling away from Silas’ boots, Felix rolled toward his opponent. As he flowed to his feet, he brought a fist up with him, driving it into Silas’ unprotected groin. Apparently, Father Tim had taught his boys the ‘unsweet science’ of street fighting along with traditional boxing skills.
On his feet, with Silas doubled over in front of him, Felix flitted to the side, driving one fist and then the other into Silas’ unprotected kidneys. Silas roared like a lion with a thorn in his paw, twisting to the side and whipping his long arms around to get at Felix who had danced away.
Felix was a smart fighter. He didn’t waste time or put his hands at risk by hitting Silas in the face with clenched fists. Chances were he’d break a hand if he missed and hit Silas in the forehead or skull.
Refusing to stay in and trade punches, Felix took advantage of his speed to dart in and out, feinting with open-handed jabs at Silas’ face and then shifting to deliver driving blows to Silas’ exposed ribs or kidneys.
For his part, Silas was in a rage like a bear fighting a bee. He kept turning and turning, trying to keep up with the faster Felix, getting stung again and again and never getting to retaliate with a solid blow.
The crowd didn’t like the action any more than Silas did. They yelled their disapproval and threw whatever they could lay their hands on at the two fighters. They wanted blood and murder.
Obviously worried about customer satisfaction, Deakins stepped in and took a hand. Wielding a discarded piece of fence post, Deakins stepped up behind Felix and struck him flush on the back, Felix staggered forward into Silas’ grip, all to the roar of approval from the crowd.
Silas didn’t waste time once Felix was in his clutches. Holding the back of the stunned Felix’s head, Silas drove two hard jabs into his victim’s face. The wet smack of the punches as Felix’s nose spewed blood brought the crowd to a frenzy.
I couldn’t wait any longer for my first plan to come to fruition, so I improvised a backup plan. While the two goons with me had been watching the action, I’d been working and working at the gate latch behind my back. 
Finally, it sprung loose. The surging of the packed beasts behind it swung the gate open as I jumped to the side and out of the way. The agitated steers flowed into the pen where the fight was being held. One of them jumped onto a flatbed, scattering the crowd there down into the muck and swirl of the other animals.
Police sirens and whistles suddenly rent the night and blue uniformed men with truncheons and saps waded in, swinging without discrimination. I spotted Crider and Reasoner leading the charge. Crider saw me and stopped his enforcement action long enough to get the handcuffs off me.
	“You took long enough to get here,” I said. “I thought Father Tim was supposed to follow us from the bakery while you went for reinforcements.”
“Quit complaining,” Crider said. “We got here didn’t we? Father Tim couldn’t find a working payphone in this area once he knew where you were headed.”
“Where is he?”
“In front of the gym. Had a hell of a time making him stay out of the action.”
As Crider turned back to join his partner, I rubbed my wrists and tried to find Felix in the confusion. The bovines had slowed from their first mad rush, but their huge bodies kept most of the crowd from moving off the relative safety of the flatbeds. 
I finally spotted Felix. Apparently, even being blindsided with a fence post and punched repeatedly by his opponent couldn’t keep him down. He had taken advantage of the confusion to slip from Silas’ grip. Suddenly, with his hands wrapped around each other, he swung both arms in a devastating arc. The blow he delivered to Silas’ jaw twisted the bigger fighter around, sending him to the ground with the looseness of unconsciousness — A kayo in anyone’s book.
However, Felix wasn’t done. He spotted Deakins edging away from the crowd and lit out after him. Somehow, Deakins had managed to escape the press of the animals and the perimeter of uniformed cops. He saw Felix running toward him and took off like a scared rabbit.
I ran after both of them, stumbling as I tried to avoid obstacles. I didn’t want to have gone through all this only to have Felix end up on manslaughter charges or worse for taking his anger out on Deakins when he caught him.
I trailed behind them as they ran down the corridor we had used to enter the pen back toward the rear of the gym. I spat out of the corridor just in time to see a most welcome sight.
Father Tim hadn’t waited in front of the gym. He was still too much a man of action to be kept back for long. Deakins was looking behind him, running in fear from Felix, when Father Tim stepped out of the shadows and delivered the sweetest right cross of his fighting and priestly careers.
As the blow struck, Deakins’ face stopped, but his legs kept going — running right out from under him. He landed flat on his back in a puddle of muck — down for the count.
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IT WAS almost breaking dawn by the time I got back to my desk at the Star and rolled the first sheet of blank paper into my Underwood.
Crider, Reasoner, and their uniformed troops had done a great job of rounding up the crowd, taking names for later prosecutions and booking those with known warrants. Silas and the two goons were cooling their heels in the station holding cells. Deakins himself was under guard in the hospital — getting his jaw wired.
Father Tim had brought Big Bertha with him and their reunion with Felix was bittersweet.
As for the kid himself, Felix had lost a lot growing up. He’d now lost his mother yet again — not his real mother perhaps, but certainly the hope of family connections so many orphans carry with them. But, the kid was a true fighter. He wouldn’t whine about it. Being a true fighter, he knew how to channel his pain without ever asking, “Why me?” or blaming somebody else. If you got into the ring, you were bound to get hit, but you didn’t have to go down — especially if, like Felix Stokes, you had The Chicago Punch.
“Copyboy!”
 
[image: Nightbeat logo 2in.png]

Puzzle in Purple
by Will Murray
 
HI, THIS is Randy Stone. I cover the night beat for the Chicago Star. Stories start in many different ways. This one started with a driving rain and ended in a storm of lead. 
It was one of those nights where you couldn’t catch a break.
I sure wasn’t catching one. I had left the offices of the Chicago Star at seven P.M. sharp. I walked three blocks south on La Salle. That was when the unexpected cloudburst opened up directly over my head. 
It was a doozy. A real gullywasher. The spattering rain made the brim of my hat bounce for a while. Then it sagged under the growing weight of water, leaking cold rain on my trench coat. My Brogans started to feel soggy.
Sprinting back to the office for my umbrella made about as much sense as King Kong climbing to the top of the Empire State Building. So I hailed a cab with a whistle and a soggy wave of my hand.
“Where to, buddy?” asked the cabby through his cigarette.
“I hadn’t given it that much thought,” I muttered, blowing rain off my lips. 
I would have lit a cigarette myself, but what was the use? I was only going to step out of the cab into a dousing rain when I figured out my destination. And I had things to do and people to see. I just hadn’t met them yet.
Here’s the rub. I have until eleven P.M. to assemble 400 well-considered words for my column. Chicago was full of stories. Especially ones that take place after dark. 
But this pounding rain was driving them all indoors. Not a face showed on the streets. Even the traffic cops were huddling in dry doorways. Where was I going to get 400 words worth printing in this inclement mess?
“Eighth Precinct,” I said suddenly. Call it desperation, or a hunch. It came out of my mouth the first way, but before the night was over, it would prove to be pure inspiration.
“You got it, bud,” said the hackie, releasing the clutch. 
The cab shot away, throwing up sheets of cold misery. Rain ran in rills along its streamlined hull, the drops fleeing, as if from something ahead. Maybe more rain. I don’t know. I never gave much thought to individual raindrops, but as the streetlights whisked past, painting pale light on the car windows, every drop seemed to be an individual, desperate to survive.
They made me reflect on my lot in life. That was how I made my living. Finding the individuality in the faceless, struggling humanity of Chicago, vintage 1952.
It wasn’t long before the taxi dropped me off before the stone steps of the Eighth Precinct house. I paid the driver and stepped out into the slosh and storm. The dark clouds overhead seemed to push down like blunt, oppressive faces.
Even walking up the rain-slick steps was an ordeal. I felt as if the rainstorm had zeroed in on me, and was following my drenched soul everywhere I went. I guess everyone feels that way from time to time — bedraggled and beleaguered. I sure did.
Shoving open the front doors, I shook the wet off my trench coat and spanked my hat against my pants leg until it was half-way presentable, thinking that if hats ever go out of style, mankind was going to be in a tough spot.
I have a lot of friends on the force. I help them and they help me. Sometimes. I poked my head into the pressroom and observed no one — only old paper cups filled with cold coffee, and ashtrays filled with half-smoked butts, one still releasing a forlorn tendril of tobacco to tickle the plaster ceiling.
It reminded me that I needed a cigarette, so I lit up a Lucky as I trudged sloppily along the dank corridors, searching for a friendly face, leaving a trail of wet footprints like a sopping fugitive from a graveyard. Even my socks were soaked.
Along the way, I ran onto a few beat patrolmen. Rank and file bluecoats weren’t the stuff of midnight sob stories, so I acknowledged them wordlessly and kept on going.
A mellow light was emanating from the office of Detective McNulty. I knew his first name, but it wasn’t coming to me right away. The rain must have gotten into my brainpan, or something.
I opened the door a crack. “Hello, McNulty,” I called more cheerfully than I truly felt. 
He looked up, bulldog face stiff. “Stone. Out hunting stories?”
“No, I’m trying to dry off. Want the truth? It’s both.”
“What can I do for you?”
I stepped in. “Call me Randy. And I’m glad you asked.”
Detectives and cops have one thing in common. Both are keenly observant. I noticed that Detective McNulty was attempting to assemble a jigsaw puzzle. A hundred or more pieces were scattered over the green felt ink blotter, not many of them together.
This seemed an odd thing for an on-duty dick to be doing, so I remarked on the peculiarity of it all. 
“It arrived in the mail,” returned McNulty gruffly.
I smiled. “Maybe it came from Dr. Moriarty, Sherlock. Could be a clue to a big heist planned for next Saint Patrick’s Day. Or maybe the current whereabouts of Judge John Force Crater?”
“Very funny, Stone. Except it isn’t.”
“Isn’t what?”
“Funny. Not a bit. Check over the package it came in.”
McNulty gestured toward a plain rough cardboard box.
I picked it up. It looked like the kind of container the puzzle might have come in, but there was no illustration or manufacturer. I figured it for something else. A wad of plain wrapping paper had been used to keep lid and cardboard container together. Scotch tape left sticky patches here and there.
On one side was a kind of address, written in smeared lipstick: 
 
PLEASE MAIL TO POLICE!
 
 “No stamps?” I remarked.
“Some kind soul must have found it and dropped it into a mailbox,” said McNulty, trying to fit a green piece next to a purple one. It was obvious the puzzle was above his grade. His face was one big bulldog frown. Flags at half-mast look more cheerful.
I grinned. “And the Post Office delivered it anyway? Mighty big of them.”
“They charged us collect postage,” growled McNulty, throwing the useless piece to one side and selecting another.
I moved around his desk and peered over his thick Irish shoulder.
“Try this little jigger here,” I suggested.
McNulty did exactly that. The frown on his heavy features only deepened. That was because I’d nailed it. The piece fit perfectly. 
“Looks like a garden,” I mused, studying the partial image.
“Too soon to tell,” McNulty said gruffly, sifting through the piles of pieces for another choice one. He was concentrating on the green ones. I thought he should have gone with purple. They were more distinctive. They also stood out better against the green felt.
“A garden filled with violets,” I added.
“Says you, the fancy pants horticulturist!” scoffed McNulty.
I shrugged amiably. I didn’t want to be cast out in the rain. Not on a merciless night like this. Not when I’d already written my column lead based upon our brief little exchange.
 Putting a friendly lift into my voice, I remarked, “You’re a good egg, McNulty. One of the best on the force. I’ve always said that.”
“Is that right? What’s it get me?”
“Commendations. Promotions. A pay raise every ten years....”
McNulty only grunted, tossing jigsaw puzzle piece after jigsaw puzzle piece aside, like a man searching for the proverbial needle in a haystack.
“So tell me why you’re so ga-ga over a sappy jigsaw puzzle,” I invited.
“Look at the return address.”
I hadn’t noticed any, so I grabbed up the wrapping paper. It was in a different section. I read it — what there was of it.
“V. Violet,” I mused.
McNulty said, “There’s a dame named Violet Walters been missing three days. Her husband is frantic. There’s been no sign, no word, no telephone call. And according to him, no ransom demand.”
I whistled. “Married how long?”
“Ten years,” he said curtly.
“Probably at her mother’s then. After ten years of wedded bliss, it’s the only safe and sane refuge this side of death do us part.”
McNulty did not dignify my quote with a rejoinder of his own. 
I sighed wearily. “You think she sent this?”
McNulty nodded. “Way I see it, she’s trapped somewhere. Can’t get out. She has this cockamamie puzzle and because she can’t get a message out any other way, she sends this instead. Probably dropped it out a window.”
“How do you figure that?” I wondered.
“The box is dented on one side,” McNulty said flatly.
I looked. “So it is, so it is.” I took a quick puff and blew out gray smoke. 
“Why didn’t she just scribble a note?”
“Maybe she did. Maybe it’ll be inscribed on the puzzle when I get it all together.”
“That’s brilliant, Holmes. But couldn’t she just as easily have written a letter?”
“Not if she’s was being watched like a hawk, she couldn’t,” McNulty pointed out. 
“Therefore, she took the time to write only what she dared.”
“Or had time for,” countered McNulty. 
I shucked off my coat and hung it with my hat on the clothes tree, saying, “So she breaks up the puzzle, drops it out a window and — what? Someone finds it on the sidewalk and drops it into a mailbox. Nice as you please?”
“Even after two world wars, good Samaritans are still with us,” McNulty said flatly.
I made smoke in the air. “Smart ones would be better. If I had found this, I would have hand-carried it to the nearest precinct house. That way the cops could ask me where I found it. Speed up the investigation, narrow it to a few square blocks.”
“We have to work with what we get,” snapped McNulty. “You know that.”
“So here you are, fiddling with a jigsaw puzzle, hoping for a big break in a kidnap case. My, my.” 
I leaned in and deftly inserted a piece of purple. A flower took form.
“Definitely violets,” I decided.
“I’ll take your word for it,” McNulty said grimly.
“Mind if I jot down some notes while you toil away?” I asked, taking a chair. “Maybe there’s a column in it.” 
“Go ahead. Just don’t distract me. A woman’s life may be at stake.”
“Background on Violet Walters.”
“Female.”
“I deduced that. Talk English, not cop lingo.”
“Age 28. White. Blue eyes...” 
“Not violet?”
Don’t be such a cut-up, Stone.” 
“Sorry, old sport. Pray, continue.”
“Five foot, six inches tall. Auburn hair.” 
“Got a picture of the missing redhead?” I wondered.
McNulty waved vaguely. “In the drawer. Help yourself.”
“Don’t mind if I do,” I quipped. “I’m forward that way.”
Staring at the snap, I remarked, “Nice shape, if you like them running to fat.”
“If we don’t find her soon, she may be running to skin and bare bones — if you get my drift,” grumbled McNulty.
“I do.” I wrote everything down and then said, “I take it that the commissioner is keeping this case out of the papers, in the interest of the victim’s personal safety.”
“You take it right. Just don’t quote me.”
“Done. You know, I think you’re getting somewhere.”
“What are you talking about, Stone? We haven’t got a clue, unless there’s one in all these greenery and purple posies.” 
“Violets,” I corrected. 
McNulty looked up at me and glared.
I shrugged nonchalantly. “Sorry. Just being technical. Technically, I meant the puzzle. I begin to perceive progress.” 
“This thing ain’t yet half done,” McNulty complained.
“It wasn’t even that when I walked in,” I pointed out. “Do you think she picked that puzzle because violets were her name — or her favorite flower?” 
McNulty ignored that, so I switched approaches. “Have I ever told  you how much I enjoy police work?” 
“Well, this is a strange example of it, isn’t it?”
“I vividly recall that time you sifted through a lot of scorched bone meal at a crematorium just to find a cracked diamond ring that proved the corpse was old lady Randall. Or was her name Reynolds?”
“Don’t remind me. I didn’t sleep for a week.”
“I heard it was two,” I said, glancing toward the window. The rain kept drumming on the glass like the drops wanted in out of the downpour. I shuddered at the thought. I was still damp to the bone.
“This rain is starting to get on my nerves,” McNulty muttered.
 “The man who invented roofs was a saint,” I said fervently, blowing a good-luck smoke ring at the ceiling. It mushroomed, spreading outward like a hazy spook in search of the afterlife.
“I could strangle the bird that concocted this waste of valuable time,” snapped McNulty, angrily whisking away a pile of pieces that didn’t seem to fit anywhere.
Feeling sorry for the man, I stood up and went to work. In a few lightning moves, I had filled in one entire corner of the violet garden.
McNulty stared down at my handiwork, his lower jaw hanging slightly askew.
“I used to be a whiz at these things back when I was in short pants,” I explained, blowing on my knuckles and brushing them proudly on my shirt front.
McNulty’s jaw snapped shut. “You stay out of this, Stone!” 
“Ingrate,” I said airily. “I just advanced the investigation twenty minutes.”
“You’re getting fingerprints on a potentially important piece of evidence, too,” he said heatedly.
Dryly, I returned, “So are you, I must point out.”
McNulty only sat fuming. He returned to fussing among the loose pieces.
I glanced at my watch. It was already eight-twelve. The night was getting along and my deadline was growing nearer and dearer.
For want of anything more constructive to do, I again picked up the wrapping paper, giving it the once-over. Twice. 
“You know,” I mused, “I think this V might be a U.”
“What’s that?”
“This name. V. Violet. Take a good look. The first V is more rounded than the second. Ergo, it is not a V. Must be a U. Do you not agree, professor?” 
McNulty grabbed the paper from my hands, glanced at it again, and handed it back.
 “Probably written in a rush.” he said. “Inconclusive.” 
“By itself, yes. But tell me, if the missing woman’s first name is Violet, why is it a last name on the return address?” 
“I have no idea, Stone. Why don’t you ask a palm reader?”
“U. Violet,” I mused. “Was the husband’s name Urlock, by any chance?” 
“Urlock! Why?
“It’s the only name I can think of that begins with a U,” I admitted sheepishly.
 McNulty said, “No. Francis.”
“No U’s in Francis,” I allowed. “No V’s either...”
I sat smoking and frowning. I began to suspect that my face was beginning to resemble McNulty’s. Unhappy thought. I decided that I would have to do something about it.
I searched my memory for words beginning with the letter U, but none of them made any sense. 
Then McNulty completed a corner of his own. 
“What’s this?” he blurted out, looking down at his handiwork.
He had my attention. I moved in to examine the corner in question.
McNulty was rubbing the green area with one stubby finger.
“White powdery substance,” he said slowly. 
“Cocaine, do you think?”
McNulty dipped his finger into the dusting and sniffed it. Then he tasted the powder carefully.
“Pah!” he spat. “Aspirin.”
“Headache powder, more likely,” I suggested. 
“Same difference,” said McNulty. “If you were a dame being kept locked up, you’d develop a migraine headache to remember, believe me.” 
“No disagreement there,” I agreed, returning to my seat.
I sat and smoked, and smoked some more, listening to the rain and dreading the approaching hour when I would need to face its cold sting. The noble Red Man used to smoke tobacco during their ceremonies, thinking that it helped them commune with the Great Spirit. Maybe there’s something to that. Because as I sat there stumped, inhaling industriously, a brainwave struck. Snapping two fingers, I leaped to my feet.
“McNulty. Got a black-light bulb on hand?” 
“Yeah. We use it to bring out old hidden blood stains. Why?”
“Fetch it!”
He eyed me coldly. “Do I look like Lad, a dog to you?” 
I almost suggested that he was referencing the wrong breed of canine but relented. “Kindly produce the item and I will explain, sir.” 
Maybe he was tired of the stubborn puzzle because it was nearly complete and all that stood revealed were violets and more violets, but McNulty shoved his heavy chair back and rose up like a bear trying to get at an out-of-reach beehive. 
He stormed out into the corridor and came back holding the insulated coil of a trouble light. The steel cage covered a very dark light bulb. Uncoiling it, he plugged the thing into a wall socket and snapped the button.
Nothing seemed to happen. But when he waved the bulb over the pale-powdered corner, it glowed weirdly. Green was the color of the glow.
“What’s this?” he blurted out.
“I happened to recall that aspirin glows under black light...” 
“So?”
“If I know it, other people do too.”
McNulty looked blank.
“Snap out of it, McNulty. What’s another word for black light?” 
It dawned on him slower than I thought it should. But he’d been working hard on one thing, and it must have dulled him to all other considerations.
“Ultra-violet.” His voice was thin.
“That wasn’t any return address,” I told him. “Those were instructions.”
McNulty waved the ultra-violet bulb around eagerly. His eagerness proved to be fleeting. 
“Nothing,” he announced glumly.
I nodded solemnly. “Tough. I thought we were on to something here.”
“We still are. Give me that paper.”
McNulty tried the wrapping paper. Both sides. No glow. No anything. His big shoulders sank lower than a benched halfback. He sat down heavily. 
“I knew that wouldn’t work,” I said.
“Is that right, big brain?”
“If a message was written on the outer paper,” I asked, “why mail the puzzle in the first place?”
“To make the package, a package. So it could be mailed. That’s why.”
I crushed out my cigarette in an ashtray, lit another. “Well, that’s one theory. Now what?”
“It’s got me stumped,” McNulty admitted.
I rubbed my jaw slowly. “I’m still wondering why violets...” I muttered. 
“It was her name. Obviously.”
“Right. I get that. But you didn’t — until I pointed out what kind of flowers they’re supposed to be.”
“Are you rubbing that in?” McNulty grunted. 
“Maybe she thought one clue wasn’t enough. So she used two. Violets and ultra-violet.”
“I’m going to get ultra-violent if you don’t drop that bone you’re gnawing on,” McNulty warned, his face turning a smoldering brick red. 
A long-faced desk sergeant stuck his head in.
“We got a holdup in progress over on Calumet,” he reported.
“Description?”
“Witness says the gunman looks exactly like Adolf Hitler, mustache and all.”
McNulty looked as if he was going to explode.
“Everyone else is out on the Walters search,” reminded the sergeant.
“Okay, I’m on my way.” McNulty favored me with a half-friendly glower. “Are you coming along for the ride? Might make a story.”
“No. I have it on good authority that Herr Hitler is stone cold dead. I think I’ll toddle. I’m still in search of copy my editor won’t hang on a hook instead of printing.”
“Suit yourself.”
Grabbing his hat and overcoat, McNulty charged out of the room, obviously relieved to leave the confounding puzzle behind.
Trying to act nonchalant, I took my time climbing into my own coat. The joint was practically deserted anyway. No one was going to roust me.
I gave the puzzle one last look and a thought creased my skull. 
Taking it by two edges, I tried to turn it over. Instead, the puzzle started coming apart.
I looked around the desktop for a heavy sheet of paper to slide under it. I found one, got it worked beneath the puzzle without disturbing it. But when I tried to overturn the works, the purple thing went completely to pieces. 
“McNulty is going to slaughter me when he gets back,” I grumbled aloud.
Then saying, “In for a penny, in for a pound,” I flipped over whatever assembled sections would hold together and began reassembling it. The hard way. Blank side up! 
It took a while. I’ll admit it. It took a while, but I got it done. It’s all in the ability to recognize the pattern made by the jigsaw blade cutting along. 
I picked up the black light gadget and turned it on.
I didn’t need to wave it any. On the puzzle’s pale gray cardboard underside, green numbers glowed distinct as a ghoul’s fingerprints.
WA7-5643
“WA for Wabash. That narrows it down,” I chuckled, pleased with myself.
I picked up the telephone and called the city desk.
“Mac! Grab a reverse telephone directory. Got one right there? Good. Look up this number. I’ll explain later. I’ve got a hot lead.” 
He began reading the name and address back instants later. I had it down in my notebook in the same breath he finished speaking.
“Thanks!” I said, hanging up.
Shrugging into my trench coat, I grabbed my hat off the costumer and made for the door and the rain. I was almost glad to be wet again. I was sure I had my column — and it was going to be on the front page, to boot! 
The cab deposited me at the address belonging to the phone number.
It was one of the duplex edifices of yellow Chicago brick that consists of three apartments stacked one atop the other, six to a structure. The brick facade was very wet, and so was I. The difference was that I felt clean, but the sooty brick would never be so again.
I mounted the steps and entered the vestibule, reading the name cards over the buzzer buttons.
 
A. SERRANO
Apartment 3
 
I stood there staring at the name a very long time. The rain was running off the back of my hat brim and down my collar, adding to the spinal chill that was already there.
Alphonse Serrano was a bad egg. Everyone knew it. But kidnapping was out of his general line. 
Now, I’m a columnist, not a cop. I don’t pack heat. Shootouts aren’t my meat.
But here I was, looking for a way to bust up a kidnap party and it was already quarter to nine. Only two hours and a handful of fleeting minutes until my deadline.
Four hundred words I had in mind. All I needed to do was write them down. I could turn around, call a cop, then rush back to peck out my story. But somehow I wanted more. I wanted some justification for the severe soaking I had taken, to feel that the way my feet squished in my socks and shoes was not for just another column citizens would read over their morning coffee and have forgotten by lunchtime. 
I wanted the front page of the Chicago Star.
Braving the rain, I searched for a phone booth. I found one directly across the street, put a dime in the slot and called the number inscribed in my notebook.
A gruff voice answered. “Yeah?” It rather reminded me of Detective McNulty’s. I wondered if cops and crooks started taking after one another, chasing each other around the mulberry bush the way that they did.
Instead, I said, “Fire department. A basement blaze has been reported in your building. We are asking all tenants to vacate immediately. A pumper truck is on the way to put out the fire.”
Maybe a hard rain brings good luck, but no sooner had I got the words out than a siren started filling the air. I recognized it as a police car, not a fire engine, but it did the trick.
“A fire, you say?”
“Probably the coal furnace backing up. But until we know for sure, better get out, and get out fast!” I hung up to avoid any argument. Then I watched the entrance.
Only three men stumbled down the granite steps. No girl. I didn’t think they’d risk rushing her out with them. Too big a chance she’d break loose, or be recognized.
Usually, the police showed up at these kind of fire-fighting parties. 
They stood in their shirtsleeves, hands hanging loose and unsure at their sides, while they looked up and down the street worriedly. Cigarettes hung off loose lips. They didn’t seem to notice how wet they were getting.
I sidled out of the phone booth and walked up to them.
“I’m the guy who smelled the smoke and called it in,” I greeted.
Immediately, they began sniffing the air.
“I don’t smell nothin’,” said one. 
“Me neither.”
The third guy shook rain out of his sleek hair like a lost hound.
“Rain is probably smothering it, fooling your noses.” I pointed to the alley. “It’s coming from around back. Go check it out if you don’t believe me.”
They did. All of them. They were that nervous. Maybe they didn’t want their faces recognized.
I slipped into the vestibule and charged up the interior stairs, taking them three at a time. I only stumbled once.
Luck stayed with me. In their mad haste to evacuate, the door to Apartment 3 had been left unlocked.
I jumped inside. Locking up behind me, I went from door to door, knocking hard.
“Mrs. Walters!” I called. “Hello?”
A female voice cried out, “Here! Oh, here!” 
One of the bedrooms was locked by a skeleton key. It was sticking from the lock. I gave it a twist and yanked the door open. Out stumbled an auburn-haired woman of about 28. She looked as white and scared as I felt. Her face was the face from the snap shot.
“You sent the puzzle?” I asked.
“Yes! It was all I could think to do. Are you a policeman?”
“Better than a cop. I can solve puzzles they can’t.”
She looked confused. “I don’t understand.”
“I’m a past master of the jigsaw puzzle. But I’ll explain later. Come on!”’
I hustled her out the front, figuring the smoke-seeking trio would still be busy out back.
No go. They were fast learners. Feet were pounding up the staircase. Angry feet.
I got us reversed and back into the apartment. Locking it, I dived for a telephone on a small stand, muttering, “I should have done this first thing.”
Into the mouthpiece, I said, “Operator, send a riot squad to this address — as many men as possible. The kidnappers of Mrs. Violet Walters are barricading Apartment 3. Ask for Detective McNulty first.” 
The pounding in the door grew as ferocious as Cub fans after losing the World Series. They would beat down that door if it was the last thing they did — before shooting us. 
I got us to the rearmost bedroom and pushed Mrs. Walters down on the floor, shielding her with my body.
Bullets started puncturing the thick oak door. They made squealing splinters coming in and ugly holes in the plaster walls trying to get out. I figured most of them for .45 caliber lead. 
“These boys mean business,” I muttered.
The banging would not stop. Between that and the drumming of rain on the roof, I began to feel like a mouse trapped in a hole. 
“Are — are we going to die?” sobbed Violet Walters.
It was the question of the hour. No doubt about it. 
Suddenly I had something more pressing on my mind. “Tell me, did you send that puzzle because it had violets in it?”
“What?”
“Were the violets a clue to your identity?” I pressed.
“Why, no-no. I never even thought of that. I was too frightened to think clearly.” 
“So U. Violet was the clue?”
Violet Walters frowned. “No, I started to write my name, but I could hear the kidnappers returning, so I made the U. There wasn’t time to write out the whole word. I had to push the box out the window, or lose my only chance.” 
That part made sense. “Then why did you send the puzzle in the first place?” I asked.
 “It was all I could think to do. If I wrote a note and they suspected, they would have killed me. I didn’t know where I was, but I took the telephone number off the dial.
I just hoped the police would piece all the clues together.” 
“But you’re saying neither the word Violet or the violets were meant as clues that the puzzle came from you?”
She looked as baffled as I felt. “No, never. I-I guess it was my subconscious speaking.”
 “That’s a great line! Gotta remember to use that in my column.”
“Your what?”
 “I’ll explain if we live,” I said hastily, adding, “which we will.”
It wasn’t sounding that way. During a pause in the action, I could hear frantic reloading and desperate curses as shoulders began hammering at the splintered door. 
“I think the lock is givin’ way,” someone snarled.
“Everyone put their shoulders into it! We can’t let them live to testify!” 
Violet Walters looked to me, her face breaking in shock, her blue eyes shrinking in her ghost-pale face.
The raw and strident sound of police sirens came as music to my ears. Accompanied by the relentless drumming of rain on the roof above, it might have been some natural symphony.
Suddenly the besiegers turned tailed, went flying hard-heeled down the stairs. I don’t know what they were thinking. To escape? To shoot it out? Judging from the slam of the doors and the shattering of heavy glass, they got as far as the vestibule.
You could hear the wild gunfire over the falling rain. There was a lot of it.
Screams of wounded men lifted, twisted, then trailed off. 
When all the racket died down, I helped Mrs. Walters to her feet.
“I think it’s all over,” I told her.
She only shivered wordlessly. I was afraid to take her out into the cold rain in her condition, so I threw my coat around her shoulders. 
Detective McNulty met me halfway up. He didn’t know whether to glower or smile, so he did both. Mrs. Walters got the smile. Guess what I earned.
“You have a lot of explaining to do,” he told me.
“Happy to. Any survivors?”
“One. They’re making him talk right now.” His sympathetic gaze shifted to Mrs. Walters. “Did you recognize any of them?”
She nodded. “It was my husband’s old business partner, Serrano. I never met him, but I recognized the name when they were talking. They got careless one night, when they were drinking. They wanted money.” 
“Why didn’t your husband tell us about the ransom demand?” McNulty asked.
“He — He has no money. He lost our savings to gambling. Serrano didn’t know. I think he was too ashamed to admit it. And I dared not tell Serrano, for fear they would murder me in their frustration. I —”
“Save it for downtown.” McNulty turned to me, eyes veiled. “I returned to my office only to find that puzzle was upside down, and no way to turn it back. Know anything about that, Stone?” 
“Did you paint it with the black light bulb?”
His face said he didn’t. His eyes told me he realized he should have.
I grinned. “Well, I did. It gave up the phone number of this apartment. I think you can figure out how I worked out the rest of it.”
McNulty’s expression broke into several directions at once.
“Smooth, Stone. Very smooth.”
“And all for naught if I don’t get my 400 words into the copy department by eleven,” I breathed.
McNulty surprised me. “Go. Take the back way out, otherwise you might slip and break your reckless neck in all the gore. I’ll bawl you out later.” He jabbed my chest with a blunt finger. “But I will bawl you out.”
I doffed my soggy hat to him. “And I’ll do my best to spell your name correctly, as my flying fingers make another Nightbeat deadline.”
I rushed out into the windy soak with a smile threatening my ears and cold water running down my back. It had been that kind of a night...my favorite kind. 
An hour later I was warm and almost dry at my desk and finally typing —30—. Pulling the last sheet out of the mill, I grabbed up the phone and yelled, “Copyboy!”
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Down Addison Road
by Mark Squirek
 
HI, THIS is Randy Stone. I cover the night beat for the Chicago Star. The stories that I write start in many different ways. This one started with a phone call and ended with a rifle zeroed in on me from across an alley. And the road to that end was a long one.
Many of the stops on that road were made along a street called Addison. This never ending stretch of brutal Chicago pavement moves west out of the big city and disappears into the yellow haze of a Midwestern American horizon. Some feel that it goes on for so long that it doesn’t end until Idaho, if there. Thousands of hard working, God fearing Chicago families live along this road, most of them good, but one or two not so good. Before this night ended, I met both kinds.
There is nothing like Chicago at the height of summer. Every once in a while the Lake will send you a breeze that is so cool and comforting that it feels like heaven has descended gently to earth. But ten minutes later the heat is so intense that you could toast a ham and cheese sandwich on a brick window ledge.
And don’t think I haven’t tried that at least once in my life.
The Star office was like a ghost town when I came in. A lot of its Friday afternoon occupants had elected to spend their day out at Wrigley Field, leaving the office a mess with their hurried departures. It’s easy to picture each one of them scrambling to beat any deadlines, clean up hanging problems, change every last dangling participle, and list any lost thoughts before running out to grab a seat at Wrigley.
The Pirates were in town for the weekend and when it started Thursday, the series promised to be a tough battle culminating with a double header on Sunday. That promise paid zero on Thursday, but this Friday afternoon the Cubbies evened the series, leaving one game for Saturday and two more on Sunday. In Baseball there is nothing more important than hope.
Normally I sleep until about three in the afternoon but that morning’s heat left me tossing and turning so I slipped out of bed at noon with the lazy ambition of catching the game in some place cooler. Moving as slowly as the heat would let me, I shaved, showered, dressed for work, and walked out of my apartment. Any other day I would have taken my car, but today felt different. Giving into a random impulse, I started making my way toward the train stop two blocks away.
Within a block the blazing Chicago summer had started to get the best of me. By the time I hit the bottom of the stairs to the train platform I wondered if this was a good idea to begin with. Hearing the screeching sound of the next train as it pulled in I grabbed the rail and did a quick sprint up those daunting steps with only one incentive, sitting in a room that was being artificially cooled by the new combination of Freon and electricity.
I decided that I didn’t feel like being alone so I spent the afternoon with about thirty friends at Chips’ Tavern. They featured TV and air conditioning so I started my day nursing a single cold one over nine short innings. The peanuts were salty but held off my hunger until I could grab my first meal of the day, which for me usually happened at about 5 in the evening.
Night beat. I love it, but the upside-down hours come with a price. This Friday, that price was no second beer and TV over radio as the game went by quickly. Sitting in the air conditioning for a couple of hours while listening to all the whoops and hollers as the Cubs took one made my decision to get out of bed early worth while. After the game I went next door to Clancy’s for their beans and hash special and then made my way to The Star.
As I walked a few blocks to work, the sun was behind me. It had left the sky over the lake a mixture of crimson, blue, and orange as it faded into the west. Filling in small parts of that sky were random clouds, each one hanging motionless, appearing to be suspended above me only by the waves of heat rising from the pavement.
As the revolving glass door of the Star Building welcomed me, I moved toward the elevator wondering what was going on around town in the afterglow of the Cubs’ victory. These thoughts carried me on to and off the elevator car and through the open double doors into the Star bullpen. Despite the fact that each and every window in this massive complex stood completely open, not even the hint of a breeze was able to cut the heat in the room.
A mass of unoccupied desks surrounded me as I strolled leisurely to my appointed corner of the office. Dropping my hat on the corner of my battered desk, I fell into my chair. Between the heat and my lack of sleep, I was instantly reminded of how comfortable I had been in the bar just two hours ago. Also, I couldn’t avoid how heavy the beans and hash I just finished at Clancy’s weighed on my stomach.
I was just about to get up from my desk and walk into the city editor’s office to talk the game over with Mac when my phone rang. Pulling a handkerchief from my pocket to wipe sweat from my forehead, I picked up the phone and said, “Stone.”
“Randy, its Hazel,” came the sweet reply. Hazel, one of the Star’s several angels of the switchboard, always with a voice like sugar. It didn’t matter what she had to say, be it an emergency or that a delivery boy was out front with your burger, Hazel was always perfect sweetness.
“I got a live one,” she said. “I can’t get much out of her. All she keeps asking is to speak to you. She keeps saying ‘Randy Stone will help me.’ She sounds hurt, Randy,” Hazel cautioned. “Be nice to her.”
My answer was quick and reassuring. “You know I will, sister.”
Without another word I dropped the phone in its cradle and a second later it rang again. Picking up the receiver I said, “Hello, Randy Stone.”
Hazel hadn’t exaggerated one bit. The voice on the other end was indeed a live one. The first words came through wrapped in tears and topped by a bow of screams. She alternated between crying and yelling. Between sobs she began. “Mister Stone, you’re the only one who can help me!”
Her voice was so loud I had to hold the receiver about a foot away from my ear for the last few words. After that initial outburst I heard her take a breath and go on.
“My boy, he’s in trouble. I know it, Mr. Stone. Ya gotta help me.” I let her continue a bit longer and when I sensed a space that I might drop a word into, I spoke.
“Ma’am, I will do everything I can to help you, but can you take a second...”
She started again. “My boy’s gonna do something stupid, Mister Stone. I know it’s a lot to ask, but please, please, can you come here? Right away!”
For the first time since the call came through, I could hear the noise behind the woman’s frantic pleas. Glasses bumping together and people talking, some of them yelling. I checked my watch. It was nearly seven in the evening and it sounded like she was calling from a bar.
Sometimes the best stories come by random chance or from a hunch. From a two minute phone call, I had both. I asked where she was, saying if it was close I could meet her.
“A place called Gordy’s,” she yelled. “It’s near the Loop.”
I knew Gordy’s and since it was a good three hours since the game had ended, the afternoon juicers were at the end of their day long tear. Like all decent watering spots, Gordy’s had a closed phone booth in the corner. My caller needed to shut the door so I could hear her. As if she read my mind, I next heard the sound of scraping metal followed by a “click”. Suddenly the background noise disappeared. All that remained was her panicked breathing. I took the lead and asked her if she was all right. She took a breath and started to tell her story in a much more organized manner.
“I didn’t want to shut the door because this place is air conditioned. I don’t get that much where I live and when you shut the door the air conditioning goes away  —” She paused for a second. “...It gets hot.”
 “I understand completely,” I replied. “I know Gordy’s, Ma’am, but I at least need a name before I run down there. Who am I talking to?”
“I am so sorry, Mr. Stone.” Calmed by the illusion of privacy that a closed phone booth can create, she paused again as in the background I heard a knock, or at least what sounded like one, at the door of the booth. In the background a man’s voice was shouting something I couldn’t make out. I heard metal scraping again as she slid the door open and told the man that “she was fine.” The background noise disappeared again as the sounds of her shutting the door filled my ear. In a second she was back on the phone.
“I’m sorry. That man’s been bothering me since I came in. I haven’t been to a place like this since Edgar and I moved out to the house he got on Addison.” There was a brief, ragged breath, and then she went on. “Mister Stone... I have no right to call you like this. It’s just that I can’t go to the cops on this.” At her mention of police, she lowered her voice into a whisper. “They got my boy a few months ago. Simple stuff, just a few...errands. I think he’s running numbers for someone, but he’s really a good kid.”
Her voice then regained some of the frenzy she had started the call with. “They don’t care about him, not one iota, not one bit. If his father wasn’t in Korea he wouldn’t have gotten like this. He’s thirteen and I can’t handle him with Edgar gone.” She began to cry.
Cutting her short, I said, “I’m coming down to Gordy’s to talk to you. Give me fifteen minutes. Now, take a look at the guy behind the bar. Is he bald and about five foot nine?”
It was quiet for a second. Then, composing herself, she said “Yes, there’s a bald man behind the bar. He has a big smile and glasses and is washing out a beer glass.”
“Okay. That’s Billy. He’s known me for years. When we hang up I want you to go over to him and tell him that you’re waiting for me. Ask him for a quiet booth and I will be right over. Get something to drink if you want. I’ll cover it when I get there.”
“All right, but I won’t order a beer. I may get a soda. But I don’t want anything else. Edgar would drink, but only a beer once in a while. Not all the time like some men.”
“That’s good. Can I get your name before I run over there?”
“Of course. Liz. Mrs. Liz Willis.” She sounded like a school kid repeating a class schedule as she said, “I will ask your friend for a booth. I will order a drink and I will sit down. Will you be long?”
“I am ten, maybe fifteen minutes away at the most. Gordy’s is a good place. Just remember to tell Billy you’re waiting for me and there should be no problems.”
“Please hurry, Mr. Stone.” With that she hung up.
Compared to the noise of the bar the office was quiet as a church. I looked up to see Mac standing at the window of his office, his hands on his hips. He had a look about him that said he was “Editor not getting work out of his people” mad. He took a step out to the door and bellowed in my direction.
“Stone! Where are all my people? Cubs won three hours ago, why is nobody back?”
Mac knew full well that he had answered his own question. After a loss it’s just natural that people will walk a little slower, a little sadder, but they come back. When the Cubs win, people lose sense of time; there’s always a feeling of “one more beer before I go”. Part of being a Cubs fan.
He walked out of his office, his 5’9” barrel-chested, squat body awash with feigned fury. He motioned toward me with one of his big paws. I knew when to follow directions. This was one of those times.
Pulling the cigar from his lips, smoke billowing out of his nose and mouth, he asked me what I had for the next edition. I told him about the call. Mac said to make sure that the woman wasn’t jerking me around and then, lowering his head, he leaned close to my face.
“I hear that Gordy’s has some new regulars. Chris Maretti is making a play to get numbers into the hands of the guests who are coming and going at the hotel next door. His boys have even taken to hanging out there on weekdays now. Maretti also wants to get the guests involved with betting on the Cubs and most of Chicago sports. These rubes come in from out of town and he wants their money.”
Maretti was a new name in Chicago and it didn’t surprise me that Mac knew real details; the man was connected all the way up to the Mayor’s office. Being an editor at The Star impresses a lot of people and he was skilled at using his desk to get people to talk. Especially when it came to getting a good story for the paper.
I thanked him for the information and went back to my desk. Grabbing my hat, I turned to find Hazel standing behind me, that carrot top of hers sitting above a freckle-faced smile making her look sweeter than cherry pie.
Reaching for my coat I spoke first. “Come to check up on me, Hazel?”
She crossed her arms and leaned to her right, causing her hips to stick out a bit. The way she was standing made me think of an upset schoolmarm. She was unhappy, but hopefully not with me.
 “You owe me a beer, Stone. How about you square with the caller and then double back to pick me up at about eleven?” I put my hat where all hats should sit when they are working, straightened the brim, and turned to face her with the nicest smile I could muster.
“I admit that I do owe you a beer and you can be sure I will make good on that debt. But right now I am on my way to Gordy’s to meet our caller. Naturally I can’t guarantee when I am going to be back here.”
She walked over to me and began straightening out the lapels of my overcoat as she said, “I got a weird feeling about this one. She kept going on about her kid. If she’s legit, make sure you help her anyway you can.” With that she took me by the arm and led me out of the office and into the hallway.
We reached the elevator before either of us said another word. I hit the down button and without looking at her I broke the silence. “She seemed to be upset, that’s for sure.”
Hazel pulled her arm from mine and in a low voice said, “Teddy C. from Lakeview tells me that Gordy is being muscled by Maretti so the new guy can make money off the convention boys. Could be there is too much going on in that half-respectable dive for one man to handle.” She gave my arm a little squeeze.
The elevator doors opened as she finished up and I stepped in. I smiled at Hazel and, ignoring the real news that she was seeing Teddy C. from Lakeview again, I thanked her for the tip. Standing before me in the hallway of The Star she looked at me with a smirk and held her right hand up with two fingers in the air.
“Now you owe me two beers, Stone,” she said. Before the elevator doors shut in front of me, she had turned and was walking back to the switchboard.
On the way down I thought about what both she and Mac had said. It made me wonder what was going on at Gordy’s. For over ten years Sam Gordy had run a respectable watering hole. He was a smart guy making plenty of money on the out-of-towners who came in for conventions and sales calls. His bar was too close to a precinct house to risk doing anything stupid. I wondered how Maretti had gotten in on him and his bar.
The walk to Gordy’s was about six minutes and one that I knew by heart. The news that Maretti had made headway into Gordy’s worried me. Chris Maretti was a new kid on the block. He was said to have little if any regard for the traditional, unspoken boundaries that now kept crime hidden in the back rooms of the nicer parts of Chicago.
No one knew exactly where Maretti came from but his name started popping up about six months before. Some believed that he came up from Florida, others said from St. Louis. All I knew is that every time his name came up, trouble happened.
His gang was rumored to be using kids on bikes to run the numbers and money back and forth between drop points. This wasn’t something new, but it hadn’t been used for a long time. I was reaching for the door to Gordy’s while I made a note to myself to ask Mrs. Willis if her son had a bicycle.
Letting my eyes take a second to adjust to the darkness of the place I looked over to see that Billy stood behind the bar just like Mrs. Willis had said. He was a good Joe and over the years had poured more than a few for me late at night. So I was a bit puzzled when he saw me and pointed down the rail to where Sam Gordy stood. Figuring that Billy had his reasons I did as he indicated and walked past him to where Gordy himself was, behind the counter at the far end of the bar.
In front of him was a thin little guy wearing too much cologne and too much suit. It hung from his shoulders like sap from a tree, sloppy. The first time I laid eyes on him I didn’t like him and in a few minutes I would like him even less.
Parking myself on a stool two down from where he was, Gordy didn’t see me at first. I watched as his body language grew more animated but that didn’t seem to have any effect on the little weasel he was talking to. After another minute of discussion between the two I watched as the weasel picked up two drinks and walked away from the bar toward the booths.
Gordy looked over at me, shrugged his shoulders, and just nodded his head. It was clear that Billy had told him I was coming down early as well as why. He pulled out a bottle of soda and handed it to me. “She’s around the corner in the third booth,” he said, the look on his face telling me she may not be alone.
Gordy asked if I wanted anything else. I said, “In about two minutes I might need some ice.”
Taking the soda bottle I walked around the end of the bar toward the booths. I thought back to Mrs. Willis trying to talk to me and the guy knocking on the phone booth window. There was a clear note of exasperation in her voice when she had told the man on the other side that she didn’t need his help.
I was a good ten feet away from her booth when I heard her exasperated voice a second time.
“My husband is in Korea and I am waiting on a friend!”
This stopped me where I stood. Gordy’s layout hadn’t changed since he bought the place all those years ago so I knew exactly where she was and what I had to do to get an unnoticed look.
Inside the third booth down I saw a woman who had to be Mrs. Willis. Her hair was perfectly combed and even in this heat it had held its place. A small, light rose-colored hat was pinned at the back with a small bit of lace hanging from the front. Her dress was a short sleeved, floral print that, even though she was sitting, I could see went to almost her ankles. It said more “Sunday School” than “Friday Night Bar.” A light scarf was beside her on the booth. I took a few more steps, but remained out of sight. Then I saw the problem.
The little weasel from the bar now sat across the table from Mrs. Willis. 
 The phone call had made her sound almost flighty but sitting before me she appeared a lot stronger. Her shoulders were held back straight and it was obvious that, in person at least, she was determined to hold her dignity in any type of situation. A watch hung from her right wrist and on her left hand was a lone ring with a very modest diamond sitting on top of it. I liked her immediately
 She could handle the weasel.
The pushy little mug had placed a drink on her side of the table and judging from the drops of water left behind by the wet paper napkin that it sat on; she had pushed it back toward him at least twice. Even though I knew what he was saying to her, I hung back because I still needed to hear him say it.
When he spoke his voice was surprisingly deep. If I had heard him on the phone I would have never pegged him for such a scrawny rat. It was clear that he wanted to be a ladies man but his cheap suit and acne scarred face betrayed this desire.
He was a little runt with one too many pinky rings determined to push his way into anything he felt deserved his attention. And it was clear to me that he thought Mrs. Willis deserved just that. I waited as he talked.
“Look darling, a girl like you don’t come in here unless she wants to meet someone. Why don’t you just sip this cool drink I bought for you and we can make friends.” I watched as he pushed the drink back toward her a third time. She sat motionless and just glared at him, her lips held tight as she refused to reply.
Her reaction caused him to start laughing. It was either his nervousness or disbelief, I wasn’t sure which, but his laugh was nothing like his speaking voice. It sounded like someone had inhaled helium from a balloon at an office party and was now squeaking silly sounds.
He went on. “C’mon cookie, lets be nice. It’s hot outside. We can sit in here all day and have us a real good time.”
Mrs. Willis finally spoke. “I am waiting for a friend and if I have to get up and move I will. But I was here first.” With that she reached for her scarf and began to slide across the booth in order to leave.
Out of nowhere a large man emerged from the booth next to theirs and stood blocking her exit. He stood calmly and crossed the palm of one hand over the other, holding both in front of his suit saying nothing. I could tell from the way his suit fit his shoulders that somewhere in the Chicago Zoo there was a gorilla missing their Sunday best.
Without even seeing this lug’s face I felt my stomach tighten as I knew exactly where this was going. Turns out I was probably going to need that ice from Gordy, but with King Kong now in the picture the ice was going to be for my head. No matter what was going to happen, the ape would have to go down first.
Walking over to the booth I stood to the big man’s left, the bottle of soda down by my side, the top half hidden in the coat of my sleeve and the bottom hidden against my right thigh. I introduced myself to the little guy and Mrs. Willis as they sat in the booth in front of me.
“Hello Mrs. Willis, my name is Randy Stone.”
When she heard my name she smiled broadly and slid back into the booth. Having your own column inside one of Chicago’s largest newspapers can be a help when trouble is about to start.
This wasn’t one of those times.
The gorilla looked to the weasel and the weasel shot me a look of pure unadulterated evil. The gorilla understood what the weasel’s look had really meant and brought one of his paws to my right shoulder. I didn’t move.
The weasel spoke as his friend began to knead five of his fat Vienna-sausage fingers into my shoulder. “Look, Mr. Stone.” He seemed to spit my name as he said it. Waving me away with his left hand he continued, “I don’t think that either one of us appreciate you butting in on our little party.”
The way the weasel was talking made me want to laugh, but I knew the menace behind what he said was far greater than his small stature indicated. What he was saying was being backed up by the way the gorilla was digging his mitt into my shoulders. If I let another few seconds pass he was going to rip through the fabric of my suit coat and crush bone.
Knowing that this was my Friday suit and with what The Star paid me I couldn’t afford to buy another one, I looked straight at Mrs. Willis. Her eyes shot up in surprise and I hoped she knew what was coming next.
The soda pop bottle that had been hiding in my right sleeve fell out into my hand. Moving as fast as I could I brought that eight ounce glass miracle of rock hard American design straight to the forehead of the gorilla. The sound was a dull thud, like a bag of wet cement had dropped to the sidewalk. The ape to my right began to waver where he stood. For his part the weasel had popped up and was now caught half standing behind the table of the booth with his eyes as wide as 12” apple pies.
The gorilla threw his arms up but it was too late. Dropping the bottle to the floor I slipped behind him and grabbed at the bottom of his coat, pulling it over his shoulders. He was so large that I thought I was throwing a sheet over a king-sized bed. With the coat over his head I had effectively blinded him while at the same time trapping his arms in the sleeves. This allowed me to start hitting him with a couple of hard knuckle uppercuts to his jaw before he had a chance to hit me back.
After landing one for the third time I saw him falter, ready to go down. So I helped him by using my right foot to push him there.
Next I turned toward the weasel only to find that he was no longer sitting in the booth. Looking over my shoulder I saw him hightailing toward the door on his way out of the bar.
The gorilla had fallen to the floor and just sat there motionless. I was out of breath and maybe I wasn’t hearing things correctly but I thought I heard him crying a little from under his coat. I sincerely doubted that I had hit him that hard, but he was not making any effort to free himself.
Suddenly there was an odd sense of familiarity about who this big guy might be. Someone tapped my shoulder and I turned with both hands up, ready to take on the next comer.
Seeing me with such a look of fury Sam Gordy jumped back and held his hands up in the air. “It’s me Randy, it’s Gordy!” he yelled. “Stop! Take a breath!”
Dropping my fists I looked over at Mrs. Willis. She still sat straight up in her booth. Not a hair was out of place nor was she concerned with what had happened. If anything, she looked pleased.
“Was that my soda, Mr. Stone?” she asked. I nodded yes. She looked at Gordy and asked, “May I have another? Mr. Stone dropped mine.”
By now several people stood around the fallen body of the gorilla. I watched as he started to get up and when I saw his face I knew where the feeling of familiarity had come from. My heart fell to my shoes when I realized that it was Tim Buchanan, former all-city center for one of the town’s best high school football teams. A couple of years ago I had done a story about him and the brightness of his future. From what I could see now that future had turned dim.
It took a minute but he finally freed himself from the coat and when he did I put my hand out to help him get up. What help I could give him wasn’t enough. He weighed well over 260 pounds and even on my best day I couldn’t have gotten him up from the barroom floor without some help.
Gordy came around to his other side and put an arm under the kid’s shoulder. Blood flowed from a wound on the side of Buchanan’s forehead where the bottle had landed. I could also see that I was right, he had been crying under the suit coat. We stood him up and he looked at me.
“I’m sorry, Mr. Stone. I knew it was you but I had to do it. I have been working for this guy since the old man got sick.”
His story came back to me. His father had been working in the slaughter yards for twenty years. The boy was his hope and dreams. Football was going to make him the first one in his family to attend college.
I looked over to Mrs. Willis and told her that I would be right back. Gordy said that we should take the boy to the back room and together we dragged him across the room. Behind me I heard someone say that the show was over.
We brought Tim back to the rear of the bar and Gordy opened a door into a small hallway. “You’ve been back here before. This is where we take the drunks or when we have to wait for the cops.”
Entering a small room with a two-seater couch and an end table on one side, we dropped the kid on the couch. Gordy said he was going to run to the kitchen to get some ice for the kid’s head. I followed him back into the hall and in a whisper I asked if he thought the cops were coming. Gordy told me that as far as he knew no one had called them yet, but he would have to because he had to report all fights. He couldn’t blow this one off because it happened in front of people.
“I understand,” I said. “But buy me a minute; I want to see what’s cooking here.” I went back into the room and the kid was sitting with his face in his hands.
Something needed to be said and I didn’t have time for manners, so I went first.
“Sorry to bust you up, Buchanan, but you were playing piano a little too hard on my shoulder.”
He looked up at me and as his hand fell to the front of his face he mumbled, “I know, Mr. Stone. Tiny Frank is my boss and I knew I had to put the pinch on you or I would get busted back at the house.”
“Tiny Frank looks more like weasel Frank. How come you’re doing his muscle?”
The kid tried to take off his coat but he couldn’t. I reached down to help him and working together we got the coat off. I saw that it came from Montgomery Ward’s big man clothes line. He noticed I was looking at the label.
“I had to buy it myself. My mom wouldn’t help me when I told her I was taking work with...” The boy’s voice trailed off and at first I thought he might be losing consciousness on me. Under the blood and the sweat I saw that his cheeks were suddenly flush red with embarrassment. I tried to take his mind off of the headache that was undoubtedly making itself at home in his skull and asked an obvious question.
“I thought you went out to Iowa on a football scholarship. What happened out there, Tim?”
“The coach didn’t like the way I held the center. On the second game I hiked the ball past the punter and in the third game I did the same. I just got nervous, but I was getting better. Then after the fourth game they pulled me in and told me that my scholarship had been yanked. When I came back, Dad was already sick and when he...”
I knew the rest. His father had been lucky to make it twenty years in the stockyards. It was rough work, probably the roughest work in this city. Most of those men left nothing for their families when they died. When that happened the kid had made the wrong choice and threw his lot in with someone who promised him easy money.
It dawned on me that the weasel named Tiny Frank might come back to see Mrs. Willis. Some guys don’t quit and I thought he was one of them. Plus with the police on the way there was no time to play nurse maid to the kid. I cut him off in the middle of his story and, taking a big leap of faith, I asked him the big question.
“So you’re working for Maretti?”
The kid flinched. My leap of faith had paid off.
 I made it clear to him that as much as I liked him I was going to call the precinct and have him popped if he didn’t help me. The kid looked straight at me like a ten year old who had just broken the back window to my apartment with his baseball.
“If I go away my Mom will make me move out. She doesn’t want any criminals in the house.”
“Where is Maretti?” A second, even more important question dawned on me so I threw it into the mix. “How come he’s hanging around Gordy’s?”
The kid sat up and asked me if I could get him out of trouble with the cops. Since I had technically hit him first, I was actually the one in trouble. But right now that wasn’t important and I certainly didn’t see any reason to tell him that.
He touched the side of his head, stammered, and then said, “The plan is to keep coming here until Gordy either sells or comes in with Maretti. That’s why Tiny Frank is here all the time, he works for Maretti.”
For a kid who got kicked out of college he was plenty smart but I played it cool and said nothing. Over the years I have found that silence is the best tool when pressed for time. Nothing I could say can match what a busted man is saying to himself in his head. He knew what I wanted to hear.
 He looked at me with those lost eyes one more time and then muttered, “Maretti’s place is a couple of streets south, down left, after Wrigley. I am not sure which one, but it’s there.” I made a face that told him that I expected more than this simple answer. He looked down as if he was ashamed to answer. “I only been there once, but it’s definitely down Addison. I met Mrs. Maretti and she runs a boarding house. No one ever talked about a Mr. Maretti.”
At first mention I thought that Maretti must be hiding behind some apron strings. But after a second my reporter’s intuition kicked it. It never occurred to anyone that Maretti might be a woman! The name “Chris” obviously covers both genders, but all of us thought only of a man!
 It suddenly made more sense. No wonder no one, not the cops, not the Star, had been able to find Chris Maretti. Everyone thought that they were looking for a man! Maretti was hiding in plain sight! And doing it while wearing a skirt.
Behind me I heard the door open and Gordy came in with two of Chicago’s finest as well as a bag of ice for the kid’s head. Hopefully these two uniforms, one short, one tall, knew how to make the right decision.
Gordy handed the ice to the kid and then turned to me. “You told me you’d need ice.” He smirked.
The shorter one of the cops cut in and looked at me while he spoke. “A couple of the patrons say they saw you hit the kid first, Stone.” He walked up to me and gave me the eyeball. “What’s your side of the story?”
I answered as best I could. “Did the witnesses happen to be wearing expensive suits and did some of them have gold watches and pinky rings?”
Both cops smirked and Gordy shook his head, trying not to laugh.
Over on the couch Buchanan stood up under his own power still clutching the bag of ice to his head. If any one person could ever fill a room it was him. Even when we were fighting I hadn’t thought about how big the kid was. It was hard to believe that the college couldn’t have just dropped him in a tackle position and left him alone. He was a wall.
 It didn’t surprise me when he spoke to the officers in a gentle and thoughtful manner. He knew what was right. “I was untoward to a woman in the bar and Mr. Stone set me right.”
The cop in front of me took a step back and looked at me. “You set him straight?” he said as he pointed up to Tim’s head. He asked me, “You didn’t crack him over the skull with a soda bottle?”
Buchanan spoke up again. “Yes, he did hit me with the bottle but I was the one who started the fight by crunching his shoulder. I was doing it mighty hard too. I just didn’t think he would hit me.” He took a beat and said, “Most people don’t,” with a complete deadpan look.
“I imagine not, boy,” said the cop. Next he looked at me and then back at the kid. He shook his head. “If no one wants to press charges, then this never happened. I don’t have time for this.” He waved to the other officer and they both left the room without another word.
Gordy went over to the kid and put his hand on his shoulder making him sit down. He bent down and held a finger up in front of the kid’s eyes telling him to follow it as it moved. When he was done he stood up and said, “I don’t think there’s a concussion.”
I walked over to the two of them and, looking at Tim on the couch, said, “Thanks, kid.”
He shrugged and said, “It was the truth. Now I got to figure out a way to get out from under Maretti.”
 “I’ll take care of Maretti.” I knew he was a good kid and figured that he had probably taken the job with Tiny Frank when his father had gotten sick. I told him to come over to the Star on Wednesday. “We always need big guys on the trucks and presses. You up for that? I know the shop steward.”
The kid looked at me and said, “I would sure appreciate that!” I told him to not forget and to come and see me at the Star on Monday afternoon. I then grabbed Gordy by the arm, making sure that the kid heard me as I talked.
“Don’t tell anyone else at the precinct about him unless you have to. I am pretty sure those two uniforms have already forgotten they were in here. Get him cleaned up and send him home. If you spend anything send me the bill at the Star.”
We left the kid on the couch holding the ice to his head and then walked out into the hall. Before the door fell shut Gordy started talking.
“Maretti is trying to muscle me. His goons come in here all the time now. Half the regulars are gone. This wasn’t the first fight we have had.” He started to shake his head. I looked at him and didn’t say a word. He knew what I wanted to know and we were good enough friends that I wasn’t going to insult him by asking the obvious.
“Look Randy, Maretti’s a wild one. Suddenly I got guys in my booth placing bets with hotel guests. Last week my liquor distributor disappears and I have to pay twice as much to the new guy. Tiny Frank tells me that I won’t have to worry about this any more if I sell him my license.”
“What’s Sgt. Kolsky say over at the precinct?”
“He told me to wait. That was last month. They can’t move on Maretti yet but supposedly someone upstairs at the DA’s is making book on the guy and he should be gone in a week or two. That was a month ago. I don’t have another day.” He sounded worried. And he had a right to be.
 “Look Gordy, if Sergeant Kolsky says wait, we wait. You know he’s straight. Now, do me a favor. Call a cab and ask the dispatcher to send Jimmy C.K. out if he can. I have a feeling that after talking to Mrs. Willis I am going to be running down to Wrigley and I trust Jimmy.”
We went back into the bar and I walked to the booth. Any sign of the fight was already history as the booths were sparkling clean.
Mrs. Willis was sitting alone in the same booth occasionally nursing a straw bobbing rhythmically at the top of her soda. When she thought no one was looking her nervousness came through. And I wasn’t the only one that she didn’t see watching her.
In the booth right behind hers, where she sat with her back to him, was the weasel. Tiny Frank had gone out and come back during the excitement. Now he was waiting. An untouched drink sat in front of him and he fidgeted where he sat.
Adjusting my coat and taking a breath, I walked over and sat across from him with my back now to Mrs. Willis. Lowering my head and furrowing my brow in as menacing a gesture as possible I held a finger up to my lips and mimed the word “Shhh.”
He jumped when he saw me and I could tell from the way his right hand dashed toward his pocket that for a minute, just a brief minute, he considered going after me. My leg shot out under the table and I used it to push his small frame against the wall.
Tiny Frank slammed against the wall hard and sweat began to form across his thin brow. I smiled at him and stood up from the booth.
Standing next to the table I waved him out of his seat. He stood in front of me and we began walking to the back of the bar. When we got near the back door I turned him so that he now faced me. He was so short that I felt like I should bend over to talk to him but a gesture like that would only get him more upset.
Amazingly, he whispered to me as if he was in charge. “Where’s my boy? Maretti is going to be upset if he is gone. Forget the dame, I want my muscle. What precinct did you send him to?”
“I wouldn’t worry about the boy. He won’t be coming back. He said to tell you he quit. It was pointed out how smart it would be for him to quit before you and Maretti land him in jail.”
“You have nothing on me and you certainly have nothing on the boss. Maretti’s untouchable.”
I looked him straight in the eye and said, “Maybe right now but in two days a good dozen of Chicago’s finest are going to bust down Maretti’s doors over on Addison and your boss is going to look for the guy who ratted. When we tell Maretti it was you, there won’t be a place for you to hide.” I stepped back and gave him a second to think.
He fell back a step against the wall and looked at me with disbelief. He spit out “You know nothing,” and waved a finger at me to emphasize how sure he was.
Laughingly I told him “I know enough. I already told the two uniforms who came back to see the kid to be on the lookout for you. Then I called Sgt. Kolsky and told him that a guy named Tiny Frank had cracked and told me that Maretti was in a boarding house off of Addison, just two blocks from Wrigley.”
His pockmarked face went ashen and every ounce of bully fell out of him. “I’m done.”
Moving in close I pushed him. He began to shake as I spoke. “Tell me everything and you can catch the next night train to wherever you want. Otherwise I will call Kolsky and he picks you up now.”
The promise of freedom brought him out of his stupor. “Really?” he asked. I told him I would do my best to keep my word. When faced with time they don’t want to do, most criminals will sing. And sing he did. Only every note he sung was off key and in the wrong chord.
He told me that Maretti wasn’t actually near Wrigley. Instead, between the fake tremors of his voice and the exaggerated way that his hands shook as he spoke, he told me Maretti was really out in South Chicago, near a small rail station.
As the lies piled up he grew confident and his voice stopped cracking when he spoke. The deep tone I had heard earlier returned. He told me that only he and another guy, who he called Ricky the Spike “because he carried an ice pick”, knew the real address.
 “The story about Addison was false, that’s just a drop point, and one that was closed ten minutes after you assaulted my boy” the weasel said. Then he made a big show of sincerity and gave up “the real address”, one way on the other side of Chicago.
When he finished I told him he had four hours to get out of Chicago. Without looking at him again I turned away and walked back to where Mrs. Willis had been sitting patiently waiting for what had to be at least ten minutes.
Tiny Frank took off for the door as soon as I started walking toward Mrs. Willis. There was no doubt about where he was really headed and I was pretty sure that I would see him again before the night was over.
Mrs. Willis looked up at me as I slid into the booth on the opposite side of where she sat. There wasn’t a hint of anger in her eyes. I pulled out a pack of smokes and asked her if she wanted one. She politely declined and told me that it was a habit she had never picked up. I lit one for myself.
“Thank you for waiting,” I said. She smiled and thanked me for my prompt attention to her situation. We sat silent for a minute and I did everything I could to enjoy the smoothness of the smoke as it fell into my lungs. She played with the straw at the top of her bottle all the while looking around and waiting for me to say something.
A minute later Gordy came over to the table and told me that Jimmy C.K. was on his way over in his cab. I thanked him and then asked if he could call my friend Sgt. Kolsky at the precinct house. He grinned and said, “Sure. I’ll give you the high sign when he picks up.” With that he went back to the bar.
Mrs. Willis looked at me and asked who the cab was for. I told her that The Star was going to pick up her cab fare back down to the outskirts of Chicago. She asked about me and I said I would be riding most of the way but that I had to get out at Wrigley. Sitting back she ruffled the skirt of her dress. I knew that she wasn’t happy with what I had just said.
“Edgar used to listen to those stupid ball games and it was like he went to another planet. What is it with men and baseball? I secretly think that’s why he moved us out to Addison. But he always denied it.” She stopped for a second and went on.
“I want to find my boy. You seem to have a big plan of action.” Her voice grew agitated. “How about filling me in, Mr. Stone?” She was hot and she had a right to be, but I couldn’t tell her much more while we sat in Gordy’s because I didn’t know who was listening to us. As I had sat down in the booth with her I noticed that there were two hoods at Gordy’s bar that hadn’t been sitting there when I came in. And one of them didn’t have the good sense to not get caught looking at me every ten seconds.
She picked up her bottle and made a show of drinking it slowly. When she put the bottle down she leaned over the table toward me and said, “I saw them sit down as well. They came in right after the fight.” She gave me a look that made me feel stupid. This is a look that the right woman can do without thinking. It’s one I see often.
She went on. “One of them was outside the bar in a black Chevy with the little guy when I first came in. I spent over twenty years in this city before Edgar moved us down off of Addison.” She was now comfortable enough to start giving me any information she thought I needed to hear. “The little guy was hitting on me the minute I walked in. He had followed me in here when he got out of the Chevy. He’s lucky Edgar’s in Korea because Edgar would have smashed him like a bug. Edgars a really big guy!” When she said this she moved her hand as far above her head as she could. I nodded my head in recognition of her husband.
As she held that hand above her head I heard a familiar voice enter the bar. It was Jimmy C.K. This meant our cab was here.
Moving out of the booth I put my hand out to Mrs. Willis. “Can The Star give you a ride home? We can talk more openly in the cab.” She hesitated and then reached for her scarf before she joined me.
“Please help me find my boy, Mr. Stone. The cops sure didn’t do anything to help me.” I couldn’t figure out what I was going to do. But I knew in my heart that you never let a woman like Mrs. Willis down.
As we left I saw Gordy waving me over to the bar. I excused myself and ran back to find that he had Sgt. Kolsky on the line. I picked up the phone and told Kolsky everything I had, Tiny Frank, the idea that Maretti might be a woman, the boarding house, where it might be, all of it.
We agreed to meet two blocks from Wrigley in thirty minutes. He warned me to do nothing until he got there and naturally, I agreed to do as he asked and hung up.
Once outside I saw that Jimmy C.K. and Mrs. Willis were by his cab. Night had fallen on Chicago and that meant everything was going to change shortly. This was my time. I knew every inch of pavement for a twenty mile radius and no matter where I had to go to, I was going to make sure that Mrs. Willis’ son got home before the sun came up. Bike or no bike, the boy was running number pick-ups and I knew it. You can’t leave a kid to people who would give him that kind of job. He deserved a chance.
Jimmy C.K. put Mrs. Willis in the back seat and when I got in beside her he fired up the cab. As we pulled away from the curb I leaned across the seat and asked him to circle around the block to check for a possible tail. He gave me a look in the rear view mirror that said he was insulted I had to ask.
As we pulled away Mrs. Willis reached across where I sat and pointed to a black Chevy that was parked across the street. “That’s what they are driving. The tiny guy got out of that car and followed me in when I got here.”
When we came back around passing Gordy’s for the second time, the Chevy was gone. For the rest of our ride out to Wrigley Jimmy kept his eyes in the rearview mirror looking for signs of the car.
We sat quietly for a little while but after a few minutes I asked Mrs. Willis about her and Edgar and her son. It took a second, but she kicked in with the whole story. “Edgar went in the service when Korea started. When we got married he was a manager out at the Montgomery Ward store on Addison and still was when he left for overseas. They promised him he could have his job there when he came back. Wards is good like that.”
Jimmy pulled out of the loop and began to make his way over to Addison as fast as he could. I knew that Gordy had filled him in on everything so he understood the urgency. With Sgt. Kolsky on the way I had to get there first to see if I could find her kid before the cops rounded up everybody at the boarding house.
 Looking out the window she started telling more of her story. The lights of Chicago slipped by us, each red and green and white and blue and yellow on every sign mixing with the neon and blackness of the night.
Mrs. Willis went on. “Edgar was always mad that his brothers went overseas seven, eight years ago during the big one. The oldest, Rudy, he died on a beach in France.” She paused for a second. For all the strength I had seen back in the bar, she was now struggling as she went on.
“His other brother Sammy came back after flying over Okinawa but came back missing an arm. They were heroes to Edgar. But it’s Rudy’s death that got us the most.” She turned to look straight at me.
“Rudy’s wife lost it when he didn’t come back. They had a boy named Ronnie. He’s just thirteen now. In ‘47 she just up and left him with us, but even before that I was taking care of the boy. No one’s heard from her since.” Sadness filled her eyes. “That’s why I say he’s my son. It’s almost like he really is, Mr. Stone. Edgar and I are raising the boy like he is our own. We’ve been married since ‘44. We hope to give Ronnie a little brother or sister but that’s the Lord’s choice, and we abide what he decides.”
She turned back to the window. “Ronnie took bad after Edgar went in the service at the start of Korea. I can’t help the boy. He just changed on me over night. The boy is filled with anger at Edgar for leaving. First he loses his father and now Edgar goes to war on him. Poor little guy.”
Pulling her purse from her lap she opened the clasp and took a bent photograph from a pocket hidden inside and handed it to me. “Find him tonight,” she pleaded. “We used to read him your stories about Chicago and he respects you. Without Edgar around he needs a man to set him straight.”
Coming from such a strong woman this was a brutally honest thing, but I knew that she could do it herself. She just needed a hand.
We reached Wrigley and the noise from the bars was in full swing on every corner. Jimmy pulled into 1060 W. Addison and before I hopped out I shook her hand.
“I will do my best to find him, Ma’am. Give Jimmy your address and he will double back to get me once he’s dropped you off.” She nodded her head but stayed silent. I could see that for all her strength she was nearly completely exhausted and I didn’t want to push her for anything else. I knew what I had to do and Jimmy did as well. He put the car back in gear and took her home. As he drove off I stood under the curved red neon sign declaring the home of the Cubs and saw that the marquee was blank.
So was I.
What I did know was that Maretti was probably a woman and that she used kids on bicycles to run numbers, money, and everything else back to her. I also knew that she was hiding in a boarding house. The football player had told me she was two blocks from Wrigley and on the left, but that described a lot of space. All I had to do was find which direction most of the kids were riding in. If I got lucky I might also see the big black Chevy. If I was unlucky I would see Tiny Frank somewhere and he would make me, before I got to Maretti.
Standing in the parking lot I pulled out the picture Mrs. Willis had given me. I took a good look at Ronnie. He was a tall one with a big shock of brown hair on his head. He had a sense of mischief in his eyes and I could see why anyone would want to help him. He was a good kid and the light in his eyes shone through the picture he took. He was just one of thousands of kids whose fathers hadn’t come back from war. And Edgar and Liz Willis were one of thousands of couples who helped their families when war made choices for them that were beyond their control.
Around me the brightness of the neon and electrical signs blocked any sign of real night. Putting the picture back in my pocket I watched as the bars around the ball park ate and spat out one patron after another. Some were leaving barely on their own two feet and some were walking out with their arms draped around a girl. I walked across the street and disappeared in the crowds.
It didn’t take long before I saw a couple of kids on bikes, each one wearing a white t-shirt with a cloth Chicago Star paperboy bag hanging over their shoulder. It was way too late and way too dark for any kid to be delivering The Star.
Bingo! My common sense had paid off.
I watched as each one turned their bike south off Addison and away from Wrigley. After the third boy had passed by me I walked down the same street. I loosened my tie and added a touch of clumsy to my walk, hopefully looking just a bit lit as I moved toward my destination.
On the left and two blocks down, just as big Tim Buchanan had said in the back of Gordy’s, was a boarding house. I walked past it as I watched a fourth bike roll by and then turn down the next block. They were using the alley to go in the back way.
Now that I knew where Maretti was I only had to be patient. Kolsky would be along shortly with a couple of black and whites. All I had to do was keep my eyes peeled for the kid in the picture I carried.
I crossed the street and began to make my way back to the ballpark when I felt something sharp against my back. The point on what I felt told me that this was not an ordinary knife but an ice pick. I had just met Tiny Frank’s friend Rick the Spike. The voice that followed was as slick as spilled oil on the floor of a garage.
“I don’t know how you got here, but Frankie called ahead and said we should be on the lookout for you just in case.” He shoved the pick at me so hard that it punctured my coat through to my shirt. Another tenth of an inch and it would be thrust through my back, right at the bottom of the spine. If Rick the Spike got nervous I was never going to walk again.
He pushed me back across the street and I saw that under the light of the boarding house Tiny Frank was waiting in a rocking chair on the porch. He looked like a doll in the room of a rich girl.
His creepy deep voice filled the night. “Beautiful night out, isn’t it Mr. Stone?” Ricky the Spike pushed me up the steps and guided me to a chair. I sat without being told. I noticed a big black Chevy drive by and as it did Tiny Frank waved. The sedan kept moving.
The door to the house opened and two kids came running out and down the steps. None of them seemed like Ronnie but I couldn’t be sure. They ran up toward Wrigley and then disappeared. After they did, Tiny Frank leaned over the arm of his chair and before he could speak I asked him if it was okay for me to smoke. He nodded yes so I lit it up and leaned back in my chair.
Ricky the Spike stood under the streetlight and never took his eyes off of me. None of us spoke. After a minute a woman’s voice came through the screen door.
“Bring the young man to the dining room table, will you Frankie Dear?”
Tiny Frank jumped from his chair and said, “Of course, Ma.”
He motioned for me to stand while Ricky the Spike moved toward me. I jumped up and walked to the door. I let myself in, shutting the door behind me. The two thugs stood on the porch stunned, as if I was supposed to wait for them.
The woman’s voce rang out again. “Don’t worry boys, everything is alright. Come on back, Mr. Stone.” Walking into the hallway I saw a light in the back. Out of habit I also took note of where every other light was burning on the first floor.
I did as I was asked and when I reached the end of the hallway, I found an old woman sitting alone at a wobbly wooden table inside a thin kitchen. Her dress was old and had seen one too many washings. Over top of it was a blue apron that went past her knees and was tied in the back with a bow. Her hair was gray and like Hazel’s, wrapped in a bun at the back of her head. She motioned to a chair on the other side of where she sat and asked me if I wanted a beer. Shaking my head no I held up a pack of smokes and in response she pushed an ashtray over to me. Having disposed of my last one on the porch, I lit up another and dropped the match in the tray as I sat across from her, staring past where she sat out an open window behind her.
She looked at me and said, “I read your columns every day. It is a privilege to say that you have figured out what puzzled the police for so long.” I thanked her for her kind words and said nothing else.
After a minute she seemed to suddenly get bored. “No reason to make this last any longer. As soon as my other two sons get here...”
I cut her off, asking, “The two guys who couldn’t stay hidden at Gordy’s?”
She grimaced and replied, “Yes, I am afraid that the twins aren’t as smart as Frank or Rickey, but what they lack in brains they make up for in desire. They get the job done nonetheless.” I couldn’t believe that these four guys were her kids. Twins, a weasel, and a shiv artist. I couldn’t wait to meet the father.
We were interrupted by a knock at the back door. She said, “Come on in honey and wait by the door.”
A skinny little kid with a massive pile of brown hair came in through the screen door and shut it behind him. He was tall but the darkness of the kitchen left his face in the shadows.
Like the others he had a Chicago Star cloth paperboy bag hanging over his shoulder. He was wearing a white t-shirt and dirty brown hard shoes were at the bottom of his jeans. There was a hole in his right pants leg and the old lady saw it at the same time I did. She told him to come over to her for a minute.
Like any good soldier he did what he was told. As he stepped into the light he passed by without looking at me. I didn’t need to be kicked in the teeth to know this was Mrs. Willis’ little Ronnie.
He came over to the woman that I now knew was Maretti and stood before her. She asked him how he got the hole in his jeans. In a voice that was closer to a boy’s than a man’s he told her, “I had to swerve to miss a pothole and fell. That’s why I am a few minutes late, Ma’am.”
Without saying another word he reached inside his bag and started to draw out the night’s take. Mrs. Maretti put her hand across his and reached up to the top of his head. Pulling him down to her level she kissed his forehead and comforted, “You needn’t worry. I know you’re a good kid.” She shot a quick glance over to me and then stopped him from taking anything out, telling him that she would take care of that in a minute.
“I have a good pair of jeans upstairs. First I have to take care of our guest here.” He looked at me and for a second I thought that he had recognized me from my picture in the paper. But that would be impossible. What kid would be able to do that?
Looking at Ronnie, she politely ordered, “Go out front and ask Ricky to come in here. Then go sit in the parlor and we will get those new jeans for you. Leave the bag by the door.”
She waited until he walked out of the kitchen and then began talking quickly. “Before you get any bright ideas you should know that I have a rifle trained on you from a window across the alley. It’s my insurance.” This unnerved me as I hadn’t even considered the possibility that I was in someone’s crosshairs. She went on.
“So it’s obvious you figured this out. The numbers come in from the kids every night. Using boys means that I never have to worry about men stealing from me. Men always lie and steal.” She smiled at her joke. “Boys just want you to pay attention to them. And that’s what I do.”
I took some initiative. “You’re not from here. Where then?”
“I practiced this same deal in Florida last year. We move in, set up shop, and spread the idea that a new man has moved into town. Before anyone can figure out what is real, we leave in four or five months with at least a cool half a million. All it takes is a couple of dead bodies to make everyone think twice. I grease a few cops and then we leave in the middle of the night.”
Ricky the Spike walked into the kitchen and stood behind me. “Ma is smart. And she’s right.”
Still looking at me she gave him his brutal instructions.
“Walk him out to the Chevy and,” pointing to me she said “tell the twins to come in here and take him out about ten miles to dump the body. When they come back we are all taking off.”
She turned to me and with a certain satisfaction said, “Sorry to do this. I do like your columns.”
Before she finished her sentence I went into action. Ricky the Spike was slow and I was fast. Rising, I kicked my chair out behind me knocking him backwards. In case the old lady wasn’t lying about the gun across the alley I ducked to the floor just in time to hear a shot whizz over my head striking the wall to my right.
While on the floor I could see that she was now standing and yelling something I couldn’t make out. Rick stood up and kicked at me as I slid under the table only to come up on the other side where his mother stood. Waving his ice pick wildly he jumped for me as I heard his mother yell, “No, Rickey!”
It was too late. As he jumped across the table toward me another shot rang out. Only this one didn’t make it to the wall. Instead it stopped somewhere deep inside Rickey the Spike.
He dropped his ice pick as he slammed against the tabletop, the rickety piece creaking, nearly collapsing under his weight. He dropped off the table to the floor and held his side, groaning in pain. His mother pushed past me and fell to the floor as she yelled for Frank to stay out of the kitchen.
A third shot rang out above me to my left and I saw a piece of the black and white wall tile fly off the wall and shatter into pieces. I dropped to the floor in front of her and as the old lady tried to move past me, I grabbed her by the bow at the end of her apron and pulled her back to me. She rolled to her side and hit me with a roundhouse to the jaw that left me stunned. She crawled across the floor but I came to my senses quickly and grabbed her ankle.
Another shot rang out above us. Whoever was firing from across the alley was now doing so with reckless abandon. Mrs. Maretti kicked at me. I had to make her stop as fast as possible.
Suddenly the night air was suddenly quiet, except for the ominous sound of someone jacking back a rifle bolt. The sound was too close to be coming from across the alley. Whoever had been firing was now approaching the house. I had to act fast and get that kitchen light out.
With my heart at the top of my throat I pulled the old woman toward me. As I dragged her, a large chunk of what had been the table finally fell over, missing me but hitting her in the head. She yelped in pain and I kept pulling.
Her leg went lifeless in my hand. She was out. Her being unconscious was a plus at this point. I had to grab the kid and make it out of the house before the man with the rifle made his way through the back door. Removing a shoe from her motionless foot I threw it against the light above my head. The bulb shattered and I lay still for a second. There was another light in the hallway and I had to get to it. Crawling out the kitchen door into the hall I pressed against the side and hid in the shadows.
A second later someone came tearing into the kitchen from the back door onto the alley. I watched as he put the gun up to his shoulder and started looking down the barrel with the hallway dead in his sights.
He yelled out, “Frankie, you in here?”
“Yeah Pa, I’m on the front porch. What’s going on?”
Ricky was on the kitchen floor still grabbing his side. He knew his father was in the house and he whimpered, “Pa, ya shot me!”
The man with the rifle yelled, “Shut up ya baby!”
I was hiding from an entire family of criminals! Without thinking twice I grabbed a half dollar from my pocket and took aim at the lone bulb in the hall. It shattered with a pop.
A reflection of light coming through the kitchen widow showed me that the gun and whoever carried it had moved a bit further down the hallway. Pa yelled out, “I know you’re in here so come out now and we can fix this quick.”
He had to know that he had either shot his wife by accident or that she was unconscious on the floor. But he didn’t seem to care. He called out again. This time a voice answered him. It was Ronnie.
He was trying not to cry and it almost worked. His voice cracked as he spoke. “I’m back in the parlor, Sir.”
Pa moved over to the side of the door while he kept the rifle at the edge of the door pointed down the hallway. “Come out in the light, boy, so I can see you.”
I felt around the floor and found a tile that had fallen from the wall. Picking it up quietly I threw it past the old man so it hit against the back door. When it landed Pa turned in the half shadow to face the door, rifle and all.
His feet were now crossed, putting him off balance. I moved into a crouch and slipped back into the kitchen. At the doorway I grabbed for a jar of apricots I had remembered sitting near the edge of the counter. In a second I was picking them up from where they sat and raising them over my head. The jar came down square on Pa’s head.
As he grunted and fell I heard the rifle fire. I prayed that the bullet went into the ceiling but it hadn’t. For the second time in as many minutes Ricky the Spike yelled out in pain. From the porch Tiny Frank bellowed, “What’s going on in there?”
I turned toward the hallway and saw poor Ronnie still standing there framed against the light of the front door behind him. The kid was visibly shaking. In the light he was a perfect target. I ran toward him and picked him up with one hand, falling sideways through the doorway and into the parlor on my right as I did.
We both fell to the floor and I landed next to him. There was one lamp lit and I remembered that it was a floor lamp near an open window. I could hear Frank now coming through the front door. He yelled, “What’s going on in there?”
As Frank came down the hall I heard the twins out on the street. They were now out of their Chevy and obviously moving toward the house. In the kitchen Ricky was yelling that he was shot. Since I heard nothing from the boys’ parents, I assumed they were both either unconscious or on the lam.
Grabbing Ronnie by his shirt I stood over him and whispered again. “When I kill the light you jump out the window and run up to Wrigley Field. Wait under the sign until you see me. If the cops pull up tell them your dad is in a bar.”
He nodded and I rolled him toward the window. I looked and saw that Frank was now no more than one step from the door. I knew that I wasn’t going to be able to kill the light fast enough. Meeting my eyes Ronnie leaned over and grabbed the electrical cord from the wall. The room fell dark.
Smart kid. Probably saved my life.
As Frank crossed he was silhouetted in the hallway. I hit the floor and grabbed the base of the floor lamp. Coming up to one knee I threw it like a javelin and watched as the ceramic base hit him in the head.
I had aimed too high but it did glance off his skull. Still holding the gun he fell to his knees. Behind me I heard Ronnie slip out the window and hit the ground. A second later the entire street erupted as the sirens of several black and whites filled the night. Thank goodness for vigilant, nosy neighbors.
I followed the boy out the window and watched as he made his way to the alley and ran left toward Addison.
When I made it around to the front of the house I saw that Kolsky had found the twins and now had them in cuffs on the far side of his car. He didn’t know who was still in the house so I motioned for him to crouch down. As he did another black and white came screeching up. I ran over to them and sat next to the Sergeant as he slid down, his back against the car door away from the house.
After filling him in on what had happened and detailing the number of bodies in the house I told him that I needed to meet Jimmy C.K. up at Wrigley. He looked at me like I was crazy but he let me go with a warning that I had better be back at the station by the time he had to write the report.
It was only two blocks up to the ballpark and I raced with all I had. The noise of the gunshots and cops had emptied the bars and houses across the neighborhood. This was a good place to live; no one ever heard gunfire like this at night.
Everyone was out into the street. Making two blocks in less than two minutes I saw Jimmy C.K.’s cab under the big red Wrigley sign. The kid was with him. When he saw me Ronnie ran over and gave me a bear hug. All of a sudden this thirteen year old man was a little kid again.
I bent down to look him straight in the eye. I didn’t mince words but I didn’t want to make him feel small either.
“Ronnie, your old man died and that is terrible. A lot of other kids lost their fathers but they didn’t start running numbers. You have to buck up and take care of the people that love you. If Edgar is at War, he is at war. Nothing you do is going to change that. You have to be a man. Liz needs you to stop giving her grief.”
I took a breath and then picked him up by his shirt. His feet left the ground about an inch. “We got lucky tonight. You know that. It could just as easily be me or you on that kitchen floor or hallway. Now what good would that be?” He began to tear up and I put him down.
“You go home now.” I motioned for Jimmy C.K. to run him home and went on. “I will stop out in a week or two and you had better have a haircut and your shoes polished.”
I put him in the cab and told Jimmy to run him to Mrs. Willis’ house. Jimmy asked me if I wanted him to double back. I shook my head no and said “we’ll talk later. Stop by.” With that he shut the door on the kid and went to the driver’s side. I was already on my way down Addison.
Tonight I wanted to walk back to Chicago, no matter how far it was, no matter how long it took. I wanted to feel the pavement under my feet and I wanted to hear the sounds of cabs and cars and trains and busses. I wanted to count the number of streetlights until I got back to the paper and my desk. I wanted to smell cigarettes in the air and hear people snore through open windows.
More than anything I wanted to feel the keys of a typewriter. When my fingers are working and the words are coming out and I hear the stories being told by me and the machine, I feel everything this city feels. And tonight that meant a long walk home.
And when a young boy has seen the darkness that hides the ugliest parts of this beautifully broad-shouldered city and races back to the arms of his family, I know that this city is the best it can be.
“Copyboy!”
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Lucky
by Tommy Hancock
 
HI, MY name’s Randy Stone. I cover the night beat for the Chicago Star. Stories start in many different ways. This one began with greatly exaggerated rumors of my death. And ended with Cook County putting a Stone in the ground.
There’s always wind in Chicago. Sometimes its storm force gales blowing in off Lake Michigan or rising and twisting up from 121 N. LaSalle Street. Or its gentle teasing breezes escorting those who feel lucky in love and life to try their hand on Madison Street, where almost all luck goes bad. It moves in and out of dark alleys hiding the city’s trash from the world and up and down suburban avenues between houses hiding more secrets than the alleys ever could. Balmy or frigid, wind is a constant companion in the City that many call Windy. And it often tosses me about on my nightly sojourns seeking stories to tell those who will wake up in the morning to four walls, steaming weak coffee, and no wind. Just another rudderless ship in the night, that’s me, the USS Stone.
I’d set sail this particular night not too far from my typewriter at the Star and made my way over to Jackson Street. That course had been charted by a message left for me at the paper’s switchboard, but to be honest I’d just been looking for an excuse to put to sea. I and every other keyboard jockey worth his salt in Chicago had been pounding our beats and our respective heads up against walls trying to get something on the William Ravin murder.
Ravin, a real rags to riches businessman, Horatio Alger’s fantasy made real, had been gunned down in front of the skyscraper bearing his last name seven days prior. And for a curbside assassination, it had all the earmarks of a perfect hit. Late at night in the business district with apparently no errant eyes about to see four shots puncture Ravin’s body. Ideal for the mogul’s murderer or murderers. Not so great for reporters with surly city editors chewing their behinds and spitting out what’s left.
So it came to pass that just minutes before Mac, my Marquis de Sade of a city editor, hammered on me about why I had yet to uncover anything on Ravin’s death, which, as he was prone to remind me every hour of the last week, technically happened on my beat, my phone rang. After unleashing a tirade of thanks before even hearing the voice on the other end, I took a breath and listened.
Madge, this night’s particular maven of the switchboard, sputtered that Benny Panini had called and somewhat desperately requested my presence at one of his usual haunts. He did not, of course, identify which threshold I should pass over to encounter his presence on this rather chilly autumn night, cold even for a Chicago October eve. But I had tripped across Benny enough times in the doing of my duties that I had more than a short list of places to start looking.
Pete Bynum’s Newspaper Kiosk and Cigar Emporium on the corner of Clark and Jackson, eighth place on my list, was not only one of Benny’s regular haunts, but a good place to pick up a few leads on a slow night if you were a reporter having such a night and looking for such leads. Not to mention a chance to get some of Ma Bynum’s should have been patented hot lemonade, usually chilled to the bone on nights like this one, but a kick in the pants just the same.
More than an hour into my search for Benny, I came up from behind Pete as I always did, our little game since he was more than a little deaf, but somehow always caught me closing in. This night was no different. Pete swirled around, his eyes heavy with sorrow and red with what might have once been tears, but quick enough to stop me from slapping my hand jovial like on his back from the left of his kiosk.
“Randy!” Pete bellowed, his midwestern brogue echoing loudly in the caverns of my own head. “Randy Stone!”
“Hiya, Pete,” I laughed, a little confused at the reaction, especially coupled with the look on his face. What had been troubled sadness whitened to something between abject fear and complete bewilderment. I’d known Pete Bynum for years and the only emotion I’d ever seen him display well was drunk. “What’s got your feathers flying? The Missus didn’t send enough lemonade with you for two tonight?”
“But I’d heard...” Pete stammered, his lips jumping up and down causing his brownish caterpillar of a mustache to do a jig. “They come by...and said...said...”
“There it is,” I mused. “The always inscrutable ‘They’. Spoken but never seen.” I rounded the counter and leaned on its corner, looking over the magazine and pulp covers Pete had hung like Christmas stockings from the wire strung above our heads. “So what did ‘They’ come by and say, Pete?”
Pete Bynum didn’t move any closer to me, only shifted enough to face me. His face was ashen and his hands trembled as one reached out toward me, then pulled back as if scalded. “They...they said you were dead, Randy. That Randy Stone the reporter was dead!”
I spent the next several minutes first making sure that Pete hadn’t added something to his wife’s lemonade to keep it warm. He swore he hadn’t and also could not recall the names of ‘They’ who’d reported my most untimely demise. Then I dug for details and all he could say was that the death of the man who wasn’t me had taken place somewhere near Printer’s Row. That put it in the neighborhood of the Star. Taking that as the connection, although terribly tenuous, that made someone jump to conclusions, I asked Pete my original question. Yes, he said, Benny Panini had been by and had already glommed a free cigar from Pete as Benny was known to do at least every day that ended in Y. When judging time, Pete estimated that Benny had been by just more than an hour before ‘They’ delivered news that I had shuffled off this mortal coil. I worked my hand into my coat and came out with the message Madge had recorded. Benny had called me about two hours ago, probably from the phone in the hall of whichever flophouse he determined worthy of his presence this evening on Canal Street. As for where Benny had departed to upon leaving the kiosk, the still somewhat rattled Bynum shook a hairy finger past my left shoulder. Toward Madison.
Putting Pete and his conundrums behind me, I shoved my hands into my coat, ducked my head like a knight’s steed ready to take on that dark night, and barreled forward in the direction Pete had pointed. This was the trail that I would have blazed had I gone on my own knowledge of Benny and his pedestrian habits. Knowledge that was limited to where I tended to bump into Benny, what he liked to drink, how he smelled in the summer, and that he sometimes split a flop house room with a street artist by the singular name of Klauba.
What Benny did for a living no one knew. No one ever asked, either, not unless they wanted to be regaled with the Adventures of Panini. One time he’d report about being the lead man on the Tut Expedition, the next he was the man who Clarence Darrow learned how to lead a jury from. I didn’t figure Benny really knew his own past beyond more than a decade or so ago. Not sure why I always thought that, maybe it was the rheumy look he carried in his eyes like a sandwich board sign around his soul. Or just the fact that he was constant, there was never a bad or good day, never a worse for wear or on top of the world. He was always just Benny.
Except, according to the maven Madge, when he left me that message. “Somewhat desperately,” she’d said.
It’s odd walking around in a city where most of the children of the night know you, except now a fair number of them think you’re dead. They look at you as if you’re a ghost and after even just two blocks of that, you sort of start to get that phantom feeling yourself. A wrong statement, a rampant rumor and no time to squelch it and suddenly you’re ‘the Late Randy Stone’ or ‘The Dearly Departed.’ And although quick to believe whispers of one’s demise, those faces you know better than your own are slow to accept the fact that someone had simply Mark Twained you, releasing gossip that was hopefully several decades early.
I slowed my hunter’s pace toward Madison at the corner of Franklin and Monroe. In all the years I’d walked Chicago, I’d never been too busy to stop at Julie’s Corner for a smile from an elderly lady who reminds everyone of their grandmother and, when I was feeling especially good, a flower that I usually gave to Julie as a gift. Of course, Julie’s Corner was a pushcart on wheels, but filled with flowers and plants to the tiptop.
As I walked up on her, Julie’s aged, but always smiling Irish eyes narrowed first, then widened a bit. A grin pushed them even wider as she said, “I knew it was wrong, I did, I did!” I walked up in front of the cart and she stood there, a chrysanthemum already plucked and pruned ready for me. “Feel like a flower tonight, Randy?” Her smile grew mischievous, her face beaming like a wrinkled fairy’s features. “Wouldn’t want you attending your services without a flower, now would we?”
I laughed as I took the bloom and then leaned forward and gently tangled its torn tip into the gray strands of Julie’s hair. “No, I guess not, Julie. But maybe I ought to take an orchid instead.”
That was a more pleasant side effect of my presumed passing, but still not enough to make me comfortable with it. Yeah, it’s a simple mistake, sure someone just used the wrong name when telling about whatever it was they heard about, easily resolved. That’s fine and good when you’re talking about a traffic ticket or someone saying they saw you with your best friend’s gal when you were three cities away at your sick mother’s bedside, but this was different. Being dead isn’t normally a condition one recovers from and what weighed on me the most as I made it to Madison Street was one simple thought. Since it wasn’t me currently shaking hands with St. Peter, it had to be someone. Gossip about death doesn’t spontaneously erupt. So, if not me, who was dead?
I pushed that nagging trouble from my already wearied mind as I pushed open the door to Malady’s. A sandwich shop that put on airs as a neighborhood bar, Malady’s was always only half full. And usually with all the same faces. The sort of place a reporter, although he might not always find fodder for stories there, liked to have nearby to simply sneak away to. That and it was one of Benny Panini’s favorite and most understanding watering holes.
As the door opened and I walked through it, my ears noticed a bellowing baritone refrain that could only belong to Michael Malady, proprietor, sandwich maker, barkeep, and his rundown storefront’s singular attraction. My eyes saw that the regular Malady’s crowd malingered in a bunched up semicircle at the counter, Michael on the other side of them, a beer mug raised in his hand. What I heard, however, both angered me and sent a chill down my spine to join the others from this night.
“And let there be one more,” Michael Malady intoned somberly as he lifted his half full mug a touch higher, “one more glass raised in memory of the man, our friend, who told our stories we wanted told and kept those we didn’t to himself! To Randy Stone!”
I stood at the door, no one noticing me just yet, until the mugs, coffee cups, and ham on ryes were lifted, consumed, and put down. Then I punctuated Mike’s great oratory with, “You know what they say, Mike. Dead reporters type no tales.”
For a few seconds, nothing. All eyes fell on me and the reactions were as priceless as they were varied. Someone spit out their sandwich. Someone else swore in Polish and still someone else in Spanish. Michael Malady finally lifted the counter top door and passed through it, his dock worker’s figure still intact after fifteen years of being in the bar business. Letting the top slam hard, he crossed the room to me, his court of barflies and customers trailing behind him in an unwieldy huddle. Everyone stood there then, looking me over as if I was the latest curiosity some huckster brought in and plopped down on the counter in hopes of getting a few free drinks for a night of show and tell.
“Randy —” Michael started, his words stumbling like any one of the drunks behind him.
“At the bar, Michael,” I requested, gesturing that direction with my hand. “It was a long walk back from the dead and I’m hungry.”
“Oh, sure,” Malady stammered, still confused, but brandishing his trademark cat eating canary grin, hopefully at the realization his heartfelt toasts from earlier were a waste of breath. He slapped one meaty hand on my shoulder, shuffled up beside me and clearing the stupefied throng with his free arm, escorted me, nearly carried me to the counter. All the seats were open as everyone had gotten up to see me do my modern day Lazarus routine so I took the one in the center of the counter, three remaining open on either side of me.
Opening the door and sliding back behind his counter, Michael raised a thick eyebrow and said, “So, the food that bad on the other side?”
I laughed as Michael turned to his prep counter, standing in profile now to me. “I wouldn’t know. I just started out the night looking for Benny Panini and discovered the next thing I might be writing is my own obituary.” Mike laughed as he pivoted and plopped a saucer running over with a piled high corn beef on sourdough, three pickles on the side, in front of me. As he wrangled a porcelain coffee cup from the hook behind him above the coffee pot, I asked. “Benny been in yet tonight?”
Malady shook his head as he poured the coffee. “No and he’s late. He cleaned up last night for me after close, so I told him I’d make him a sandwich fit for a king. He should have been in an hour ago to get it.” Michael put the cup on the counter in front of me and pushed it forward, just enough for the steam rising from it to tickle my nose. “He usually stops off at Bynum’s cigar stand, he’s probably just geehawing with Pete.”
I shook my head as I sipped the coffee. Wincing a bit from the sting of heat on my lips, I replied, “Already been there. More than an hour ago now.”
“He’ll turn up.”
I nodded and proceeded to work my way through the mound of meat and cheese Malady called a sandwich. After four or five bites, I noticed that the crowd had settled somewhat, although none of them chose to sit beside me. I still felt it though, every eye in the little shack of a shop boring a hole in me. Looking up, I noticed the biggest pair being Michael Malady’s, his gaze locked on me tight. He had a guilty look on his face when he realized I saw him looking, like that onlooker at a car accident who knows he shouldn’t stare at the gore, but he just can’t help himself.
“I don’t know, Michael.” I answered the question he hadn’t asked, but he wore like a badly tailored suit. “I walked out of the Star tonight and that was the first I’d heard I was dead. No idea from whence or for why it came.”
“It drifted in here,” Malady said, stepping closer to the counter, “a couple of hours ago. A couple of guys who’d been down in the Row workin’ had seen the cops and such down there. They’d saddled up close enough to ask someone what was happening. And they’d been told someone had been shot. In the face.” He tapped the rim of my cup, I nodded once, he scooped it up and turned to the coffee pot. “A reporter they were told. A guy named Stone.” He swung back around, this time placing the cup up against my saucer and half gone sandwich. “Someone else came in and said they’d heard it was you, Randy.” I picked up my coffee cup as Malady continued. “I mean, it made sense. How many reporters named Stone work for the papers here in Chicago?”
“Two!” I slammed the nearly full cup down hard on the counter, showering Malady and the remnants of my sandwich in coffee, the light bulb finally going off in my head. “At least there were two,” I said, standing up, shoving my hand into my coat for nickels. “A while ago. I’ll settle up in a minute, Michael. Need to make a call.”
Malady scratched his mop of black hair with one hand while gesturing toward the back phone booth, mumbling something about my credit always being good.
I navigated my way through the scattered tables and the whispering patrons, every one watching a dead man haunt Malady’s as I worked my way to the long ago white painted phone booth. Shoving the ancient accordion door open with a jab of my left arm, I crammed myself into the upright box, wondering for the first time ever in my life if being in one of these was what a coffin felt like. Shaking the morbid curiosities from my mind, I jockeyed the phone out of its hook and dialed the only phone number I had committed to memory.
After a few pops and clicks and two rings, the voice I’d avoided earlier barked, “Chicago Star! City desk.”
“Mac, it’s Randy Stone. Look —”
“Holy Croesus!” Mac swore, invoking some mythological or historical name that had no bearing on anything as he only did when the night had been one no one would believe when they read about it. “Randy!” Mac rumbled, “I’ve been tryin’ — Do you know that —”
“Yes, Mac,” I chided like a school chum picking on a dimmer schoolmate, “Someone cried ‘dead’ and attached my name to it. But believe it or not, I’m still upright and —”
“Dammitt, Stone,” Mac roared in my ear. “We know it’s not you! Every flatfoot and badge in town has been here to find out what you were working on. The guy was killed at least thirty minutes if not more before you ever left the Star. But, Randy,” Mac’s voice calmed, bordering on concerned, “This guy’s press card. It said —”
“R. Stone,” I finished, “And listed only ‘Press.’ No paper named.”
“Yeah,” Mac blurted, surprised. “But how did you—” I almost heard the light bulb click above his head. “R. Stone. Lucky.”
“Yeah,” I agreed, “Given name Robert. Late of the Chicago Examiner and every other rag not worth reading.”
“Late of a lot more than that now,” Mac said.
“Right,” I sighed heavily. “Well, at least I have my story for tonight.”
“Randy,” Mac said hesitantly, “I don’t think it’s over. You should probably come back this way and go to the scene. Right outside Dearborn Street Station.”
“Aw, Mac,” I griped. “You got Wilkins, let him cover the crime beat side of things. Me, I’m just going to write an obituary for a mug who probably doesn’t deserve one.”
“But, Randy,” Mac pressed, “although no one saw who shot Lucky, several heard him pleading for his life. They all heard him shout that he was Randy Stone.”
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AFTER dropping a handful of change on Michael Malady’s bar top, I exited to a chorus of Malady and others being glad I hadn’t passed beyond the veil yet. As the chill Chicago night air chillingly embraced me again, it was the violent death of another reporter named Stone. One who encountered enough trouble and woe in his life that everyone called him Lucky.
Robert Stone and I had a lot in common, at least at the beginning of our knowing one another. Shared last names, no relation. First initials. Both of us worked for Chicago papers, me for the shining Star, Lucky for the shadowy Examiner. We both started as reporters around the same time, ‘Lucky’ a sobriquet he’d been saddled with before joining the fourth estate. And we pounded the pavement at the same time, both working a column called Nightbeat.
Yeah, the Star had the name first, but only by an edition or three, so the Examiner, after a bunch of ballyhoo about creative rights and such, agreed to putting a space between the two words. That, for some reason, started the feud that Lucky imagined raged between the two of us. I played nice early on, trying to share a late night breakfast with him once or twice, but he would have none of it. Accused me of following him, of snatching stories out from under his prominent nose, of turning informants he’d groomed and trained against him. I just turned a deaf ear to all of it. That is, until he did exactly that to me.
To this day, how he nearly stole a story and maybe even my career from me I don’t know for sure. What is known, and now a matter of public record, is that Lucky wrote a column about a mad little chase and face off with gunmen up and down an elevator in downtown Chicago over the murder of an old friend. The only problem with Lucky’s story is, it was mine. My old friend. My life in front of the barrel of a gun. My elevator escapade.
The resulting lawsuit and publicity cost The Examiner a wad of dough and left Lucky without a paper to hang his hat on. Still, he drifted around Chicago at night, trying to scrounge up a story, any tale he could spin and sell to any sheet that was buying. Some did, Lucky wasn’t a bad writer at all, but those who would touch him made The Examiner look like The New York Times or the Star. He even posed as me a few times, or so I was told, but it never got him more than a cup of coffee and a free sandwich. And maybe, I mused as the whirling lights of sirens and the shuffle of a curious throng rose up in front of me, this time it got him killed.
Even at nearly two in the morning, Dearborn Street Station hummed with life. The last trains had rolled in just before midnight, vomiting the elite and the detritus of society into the pink and red granite building, everyone standing equal in the bowels of the machines that fed the station. The last remnants of people who had no better place to be as well as ticket takers and train employees dragging themselves away from the rails with their last ounce of strength still dotted the station, most of them now gathered out front. Standing on the steps of the station, opposite me as I walked up on where Lucky Stone had died.
The body was gone, along with most of the police personnel that such an event brought with it. Two policemen remained, one a lanky freckle faced acne scarred kid wearing a cover too big for his head, and the other a familiar, comforting face for me. Just the guy I’d want working on my murder were it to be such.
“Kolsky,” I said, walking up to the well built, but haggard looking sergeant. He turned, looking up from his notepad and the bedraggled gray haired lady in front of him. Glancing at me, he grinned wider than a boy with a new bike at Christmas. Retaining every ounce of policeman I knew him to be, he dropped the grin and turned to the woman. “Thank you, Mrs. Adams. If there’s anything else we need, I’ll come by your restaurant tomorrow.”
As the woman ambled off, mumbling something about how Kolsky should come by any way for the best ribs in Illinois, the sergeant spun around and gripped my right shoulder with his left hand. “Randy,” he said, “glad to see you, pal.” Raising an eyebrow, he continued, “Of course, if you’d shown up a few hours ago, you might have saved the department a lot of time.”
“Yeah,” I sneered, “Or there’d been two dead Stones, maybe.”
“Know anything about it, Randy?”
I shook my head. “That’s what I came to ask you, Kolsky. All I’ve got is what Mac told me and half of the city looking at me like I’m the ghost of Chicago Past.”
Kolsky nodded. “I bet. The call came in somewhere between ten and eleven. Reporter shot dead here at the station. That’s how the caller said it, Randy. Someone had run into the station saying Randy Stone with the Star was dead out front. The first cop on the scene,” Kolsky gestured with his head toward the adolescently scarred uniform across from us, “confirmed, he thought, the call by digging through the victim’s pockets.”
My turn to nod. “His press card.”
“Yeah. I got here probably ten minutes after the kid and could tell by looking it wasn’t you, even though his face was...” His voice trailed off, then returned. “I didn’t know then that it was Lucky, but knew it wasn’t you. By then, though, the fuse had been lit.”
“And the wildfire spread,” I added. “Nobody saw anything. Kolsky? The trains were still running.”
“Randy,” Kolsky said, “It’s one of the busiest stations in the country. No one looks too closely at anything. If Lucky hadn’t been so loud about shouting out your name and not wanting to die, we’d probably not have known who he might be until we got here.”
“He said that? That he didn’t want to die.”
“According to at least six people who heard it,” Kolsky answered. That meant that Lucky had not been attacked at random. He’d had time to talk to, probably intentionally met his killer at the Station.
Kolsky continued, “We’ve interviewed everyone who might have even caught a glimpse of something, but all we get is what they heard. And they all heard the same thing. Randy,” he queried, “What is this all about?”
“Kolsky,” I said, “I have absolutely no idea. I stumbled into it while out looking for Benny Panini. Seen him by any chance?”
Kolsky shook his head. “No, Benny and his pal, Klauba, tend to stick closer to Downtown or over on Madison.”
“Yeah,” I concurred. “Well, that’ll be where I head next. Call the Star if you need me, Kolsky. Especially if I turn up dead again.”
Kolsky nodded grimly as I turned and walked back the way I’d come. Even though Lucky’s murder unfortunately gave me all the story I needed, I still had to find Benny Panini. With him not being at his usual stops near the Star office, that would require four-wheeled transportation. My Mercury was of course at the Star, but not knowing what trouble Benny might be into, it figured a safer bet for my property at least to sign a car out of the Star motor garage.
Totally preoccupied with this mundane decision, I didn’t realize I’d walked nearly five blocks from Dearborn Street, now back amongst the publishing houses and print factories, all slumbering like darkened giants around me. I also almost didn’t hear the nasally, panicked whisper repeating my name over and over to my left. Almost.
“Mister Stone! Pssst! Randy Stone!”
I turned to the dark alley at my left, gooseflesh rising at first. Then realization set in. The voice, like the whining hiss of air escaping from a punctured tired, belonged to Benny Panini.
“Benny,” I said, “You alone?”
“Yes,” he spat from the darkness. “At least for now.” Following those words out of the alley, Benny stood before me looking like his usually somewhat dirt stained, poorly dressed, pot bellied self, a porkpie hat he’d rifled from some department store dumpster roosting on his bald head. But one thing was decidedly different. Benny Panini was scared. Scared to death.
“Benny,” I said, “What’s going on? You called —”
Benny’s entire four foot ten body shook as if palsied, words spilling out like dice shaken from a cup. “He overheard me, Mister Stone, that other reporter. I was in Clancy’s in the back on the phone and while I talked to your lady at the paper, he was next to me. He heard everything!” 
“What, Benny?” I insisted, afraid Benny would bolt like a frightened rabbit before he finished. “What did Lucky hear?”
“He offered me money,” Benny stammered, ignoring my question. “I know you’re always good to me, Mr. Stone, but this other guy, he offered me more money than I’d ever seen at one time!” 
Money he didn’t have most likely. Just another case of Lucky Stone trying to get a story, to get in the good graces of some paper or at least food in his belly. “It’s all right, Benny. Go on.”
“I told him, told him what I knew! And he smiles real big like and then gets on the phone in front of him. He gets the operator and she connects ‘im.” Benny’s body tremored even more as if he was having his own personal earthquake. “He called ‘im, Mister Stone, just like they was someone he knew! He called ‘im, told ‘im to meet him! Then he made me go!” Benny grabbed both of my arms with his filthy quivering hands. “I didn’t want to, honest, Mr. Stone! But he wouldn’t pay me if I didn’t!”
“Who, Benny?” I demanded, trying not to let my reporter’s curiosity mingled with my own fears take over. “Who did he call?”
“It wasn’t me,” Benny said, tears welling up in his eyes. “I didn’t see nothin, Mister Stone, I just knew about it! I didn’t see it, it wasn’t me!”
“Benny,” I shouted, mostly just to try to bring him back into a coherent conversation, “See what? Who saw it, Benny?”
“It wasn’t me,” he furtively said again. “It was —”
Blood and bits of flesh and brain splattered on my face and coat almost before the gunshot echoed in my ears. Benny’s mouth still hung open, whatever name that was in it lodged in his throat. He staggered back and forth, the right side of his head bearing a new hole and covered in his own blood and fluids.
I caught him as he fell forward, even more of him wiping off on me as he slid down my chest. Aware that where there was one shot, there might be two, I duck walked into the alley, pushing Benny as far as I could. Finally the dead weight of his body forced me to stop and I lowered him to the asphalt. Cradling his head in my arm, I looked on as Benny Panini’s mouth continued moving, up and down, as he died. Final breaths expelling from his chest. And with them a word.
“What, Benny?” I said as I leaned over, nearly laying my ear over his lips, amazed that he was still able to do anything with a slug buried in his brain. “What?” 
“...Klauba...”
Shards of brick exploded behind me, coating my trench coat in red dust. I dropped Benny’s head to the ground and leaped to my feet as another shot rang out. Two men stood at the end of the alley closest to me, the one I’d just entered. Nothing more than shaded figures, one stood with his arms raised and legs apart, the other standing beside him, waiting to see if his partner had killed me or not.
I didn’t wait.
Not sure what awaited me, I bolted away from my two attackers, running for the far end of the alley. Although I would have tried to run straight up a brick wall had it been there, I was ecstatic to find that both ends of the alley opened out onto city streets. Another bullet buzzed past my ear as the shooter fired from the darkness behind me. I ran. I was a handful of blocks from Dearborn Street Station, from Kolsky, but at that exact moment I had no sense of direction. I just ran for my life.
The street I was on mimicked most of its siblings on either side. Large buildings, either publishing houses with their name on the front in gilded letters or warehouses sprawling out like one story ant hills hiding away reams of paper or print runs of magazines yet unleashed on the world. Houses and business offices converted to apartments lingered on the outskirts of the neighborhood, closer to Dearborn Street, but smiling families and crotchety old men griping about their lawns were nowhere near me at the moment.
Just two guys who wanted me dead.
I stopped after what seemed like four forevers, but maybe amounted to three blocks. Leaning forward, I put my hands palm flat on my legs and tried to get my breath. Maybe the last few I’d ever take. I shook my head, sweat slinging from my matted hair, my hat probably trampled back in the alley by now. Don’t think like that, Stone. Do something else, I ordered myself.
So, I listened. To the distant thunder of late night traffic and living that coalesced into a formless noise wherever you stood in Chicago. To the hum of some printing press nearby, one of the few working all night to turn out whatever pages its masters bade. And to a rat-tat-tat that grew louder and closer. A rapid sound, repeating in twos. Like feet falling at a hard run.
I looked over my shoulder, my legs already pumping, carrying me on down the street. A large man, his chest seeming wide as a car hood from shoulder to shoulder, chased me, his hand shoved deep into his pocket. Knowing what would be in his fingers when he pulled his hand out, I darted into another alley, going back I hoped toward the street where Benny had found me.
Erupting out the other end, I didn’t recognize where I stood to be any different than where I’d been. I chuckled as I ran again, looking for something familiar or some place to hide, whichever presented itself first. Lived my whole life in Chicago, much of my adult years on the Row, and right now I might as well have been in Berlin or Moscow. I kept going, looking for a light on in some building, an open door, a lost beat cop. Something.
I didn’t look behind me at all. He was back there, my broad chested friend with a gun. I didn’t have to see or hear him. He was there, the dog hounding the fleeing bird. What I didn’t know until it was too late, though, was that the dog wasn’t chasing me. He was herding me.
Headlights scarred the darkness at the end of the street in front of me, whipping around wildly from the left. Tires cried and the motor screamed as whoever was behind the wheel of the tank like older model car put all his weight on the gas pedal. I froze like the proverbial deer, suddenly all out of chances. The car shot toward me like a whitewalled torpedo. A different sort of torpedo, the muscle man with the gun, popped into view as I looked behind me. He raised his gun, ready to shoot as he ran, but hesitated, probably because if he missed, his pal in the car might get a face full of glass and lead.
That was all I needed. I dove head first off the street, ducking my head as I jumped. Leading with my left arm raised, I smacked hard into asphalt, clumsily rolling head over heels. Finding my feet somewhere in mid flip, I again ran straight ahead, unable to see where I was going, but knowing nothing but Death waited behind me. That was confirmed when the banshee’s scream of screeching brakes echoed off the walls around me. 
The stifling air I forced my way through crackled with the slamming of a car door, then gunfire, at least two shots. I kept going, not even sure if I’d been hit or not. A storm of curses and running footsteps behind me told me that my playmates at least thought they’d missed. Serves them right, I thought, trying to kill a guy they don’t even know.
Then my face collided with a solid brick wall.
The ground slapped me unforgivingly as I fell. Wanting nothing more than to lie there and wallow in the sudden, throbbing pain my head had become, somehow I didn’t. My eyes thick with blood, my ears ringing like twin dinner bells, I climbed up on one knee, then another, and reached out, knowing that there was likely a bullet or the wall that had ambushed me waiting to greet me.
The door my palm pressed against was old, rotting wood. Part of it collapsed under the pressure of me leaning against it to stand. Wiping my eyes clean with my right hand, I reached into the gaping hole in the door with my left, reaching to the right where a knob should have been. Finding nothing, but hearing my two admirers move ever closer, I followed my left hand with the rest of my body, slinging myself against the dilapidated door into who knew where.
The wood gave with a damp whimpering crack as I stumbled through the opening into the same blackness I’d come in and out of the last few minutes, just in a different location. With no time to let my eyes adjust, I made for the only thing I could see. A glimmer of light, blinking on and off, somewhere directly ahead of me. I only made it a few feet before my legs ran into something, pitching me forward. The smell of paper and printer’s ink assaulted my nostrils as my face planted itself atop a pallet of bound paper. Not newspapers. Magazines. I was in a warehouse. Where there might be people, even at this hour.
Any thought I had of shouting out to roust the masses possibly hiding all around me died with the wet popping of splintering wood at my back. My new pals were on to me. Standing up, I narrowed my eyes, now able to at least make out outlines of multiple pallets spreading out in front of me, the flickering light still beckoning, now slightly off to the right.
Hoping I wasn’t being chased by bats, I started weaving my way among the stacks of magazines, heading for the light. As I heard knees crack against hard packed paper and accompanying swearing, I also couldn’t help but think about Hershel Frode. Hershel Frode was a milkman I’d come upon one night not long after his milk truck had rolled backwards and come to a halt firmly atop him. When I and a couple of other Samaritans had extricated him from his predicament, Frode looked at me with dull doe eyes as we waited for an ambulance and told me all about ‘the light’ he saw while he was unconscious, about how he knew if he’d gone into it, he’d be happy and in Heaven now. Although I had nothing in particular against the hereafter, I really hoped the light I desperately ran for now didn’t end me up there.
The room echoed as a gun went off behind me, its slug finding a home in a stack of magazines to my left. I swerved hard to the right, slapping my left knee hard against a corner of one of the pallets. Stumbling, I ducked my head, just in time to avoid the bullet flying above it. My earlier hopes of the warehouse being filled to the brim with workers were dashed. If pistol fire didn’t bring them running, then they were either not there or —
I cut off the last word in my thought as it had become one I’d heard in my head one too many times already. I rounded two more pallets and saw the source of the light. A single bare bulb hanging by a wire from the fixture above it. Swinging back and forth, how I don’t know. Back and forth. Right in front of a door.
It was a metal door this time with a small glass pane in it about eye level. I looked through the window and saw a street and across it another building, this one lined with three large bay doors, lit dimly by shaded lights attached to the edifice, one at the right corner of each bay door. A fourth door, smaller and sitting atop a concrete porch with matching steps, sat at the far end of its three partners, a dull glow from a shade hanging above it as well.
A dollop of lead burrowing into the wall just left of my head shook me out of my reverie and I turned the knob, nearly twisting it off in my hand in my eagerness. As the door opened, I shoved against it, a mad bull racing across the arena, desperate to escape the matadors. I crossed the street, not caring that a car might bowl me over like Frode’s milk truck. The metal door clanged against the warehouse wall behind me, thrown open again.
Beginning to feel like I’d never get away from these two, I started shouting as I mounted the curb and headed for the building’s fourth door. I don’t know if I yelled ‘Help’ or something else, I simply made noise. I took two leaps up the concrete steps, hitting the second one, then the porch. Looking over my shoulder, I watched as the two men simply stopped in the middle of the street. Their heads weren’t aimed at me, but at opposite ends of the street. As I hammered on the door with both fists and kept yelling, they simply walked the direction they now faced, away from each other and paying me absolutely no mind whatsoever.
My right fist met something pushing against it as I pummeled and I realized the door was opening toward me. Taking a step back, I laughed out loud when I saw who was coming through the door.
“Geezus,” Mac shouted, that single vein that sits so prominently across his forehead throbbing with anger, “Who in the — Randy? What are you doing?”
“Mac,” I replied happily, wrapping an arm about his neck and gently prodding him back into the Star Building while making sure the door closed tightly behind us, “I’m just tickled to see you.”
“Randy,” Mac said, his ever observant eyes catching the hints of Benny Panini caked on my clothes, “Do you...need anything, Randy?”
“Yeah. To get to the change of clothes I keep here. And to call Kolsky. And,” I said, some of the tension rolling off me like sweat, “I need to check a car out of the garage, Mac. I’m going downtown.”
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KLAUBA, like his now deceased friend Benny, was a creature of habit. It was the one thing, other than near homelessness and poverty always being easier for two to suffer through than one, that bonded the two men together. Absent that, loud talkative Benny and mute talented Klauba were as different as oil and water. Born unable to speak, Klauba from an early age showed great skill with a paintbrush, a pencil, bits of charcoal he’d scrounge from furnaces and stoves all over Chicago. He’d impressed enough patrons of the orphanages he grew up in and ran away from as a child that at least twice he was for all practical purposes adopted and moved into houses as fanciful as the images his mind and fingers conjured. But a life of peace and luxury, something akin to what most of us consider normal, never fit right on Klauba and he always left, usually in the dead of night, only to show up a day or two later somewhere in Chicago drawing wondrous works on sheets of paper he’d lifted from some butcher’s roll. And at least in the last eight or so years, with Benny Panini not far off, more than willing to help Klauba spend the few bucks his street art would gain him.
I knew of four flops that the Mutt and Jeff of Skid Row liked to frequent when they had a bit of jingle. It was the third one, The Regal, where I found Klauba. Or at least where he had been.
“Nah,” the gin rolled off of Louise Harackny’s purple lips like putrid waves, “he ain’t here.” The cigarette dangling from her mouth rolled somehow from the left to the right side as words still came out. “He left a while ago.”
“By himself?”
“Yeah. Usually has that bum Benny with him. The painter,” she said, her cigarette now bobbing up and down, “he’s a nice enough sort, but that Benny. If I never see him again —”
“Don’t worry,” I snapped, still able to feel the wet of Benny’s blood on my face, “you won’t. Any idea where Klauba might be right now?”
What passed for hard thinking creased Louise’s overly painted forehead. “It’s not like he tells me where he’s goin’.” I couldn’t tell if she was joking or if she didn’t know Klauba was mute. “I reckon he’s where I always see ‘im when I’m ridin’ the bus into work. Night or day, if he ain’t here, he’s there, drawin’.”
“Where?”
“Few blocks over. On a bench in front of that big shiny office building. The Ravin Building. You know, the one where that guy got offed a few days ago?”
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I PARKED the battered newspaper car on the street just up from the Ravin Building. Memories of cops bumping into each other wrestling with eager reporters, yours truly being one of them, and blinding flashes from the bulbs of overzealous photographers mingled with the red and blue of siren lights drifted across my eyes as I got out. The circus was gone now, pitching its tent in a dark alley over in Printer’s Row if I knew Kolsky. I stood a second, scanning the other side of the street for Klauba. At nearly four in the morning it wasn’t hard to find the only other person on the block.
He sat, as Louise had so eloquently described, on a forest green park bench located directly in front of the Ravin Building. A small park which had been a vacant lot two years before until falling victim to the latest round of downtown improvements, spread out behind him the length of half a block on both sides. A single light atop an ornate post burned directly at his back, casting a sort of dirty halo aura around the artist.
He was slender, not hungry soup kitchen thin, but somehow a regular average lean. His clothes, though ragged at the hems and cuffs, were reasonably well kept and clean, pants and shirt both colored a rather plain gray. No hat, he’d never worn one that I could remember, a few strands of sandy blonde hair covering a slick nearly bald pate. They played in the breeze blowing down the street now, dancing in the yellow glow of the park light. His head was down, looking at the makeshift pad that had sort of become his trademark. An old piece of paneling he’d found somewhere fitted with wire circles, a twist in the midst of each one, at the top and full of whatever paper he and Benny could scrounge up. Klauba’s pad. His voice.
As I crossed the street, Klauba looked up. Nothing wrong with his ears at all. He smiled, a cheek laden grin crossing his nearly cherubic face, as he raised the hand holding a piece of charcoal and waved. I nodded as I stepped up beside him and before I could speak, he scooted from the center of the bench to the left, his way of asking me to have a seat.
Accepting his offer, I said, “How are you, Klauba?” The smile widened. “Odd time to be out working, isn’t it?” He simply shrugged his shoulders. “Klauba,” I asked my eyes squarely on his, “have you seen Benny tonight?”
The entire bench shook as Klauba nodded animatedly, nearly jumping up off the bench. He pointed at me repeatedly, nearly poking me in the chest with his pilfered homemade charcoal pencil.
“Me?” I said, trying to decipher his side of the conversation. “You knew Benny was looking for me?” More ecstatic nodding. “Were you with him earlier?” Again, yes. “When he called me?” Yes.
As caught up in the current of information as I was, I stopped. What I was doing wasn’t fair. Not to Klauba and not to Benny. Street bum or not, Benny Panini meant something to Klauba. And to me too.
“Klauba,” I said, my voice somber, as I placed my hand on his pad, “Klauba, Benny’s dead.”
The smile faded slowly and it was odd to see it absent from Klauba’s face. He picked up his pad, his eyes never leaving mine, and lowered the leg that had crossed his other, serving as his table, to the ground. He cocked his head to the left, confusion painting his face. “Yes,” I said, answering him. “About an hour ago. I was there. I’m sorry, Klauba.”
He nodded, turning to look at the pad. I hated what I had to do next, but the cyclone that the night had become was still twisting with me in the middle and, I felt now, threatened to pull Klauba in as well. “Klauba, why did Benny call me? What did he want to see me about?”
Nothing. Thinking he hadn’t heard me after nearly a minute, I started to repeat it, when he raised his left arm, and bunched his empty hand into a fist. Slowly he lifted it and pounded his chest lightly.
“You? You had him call me?” He shrugged his shoulders again. “What about you, Klauba?”
Two fingers of the fist unfurled as he lifted it up toward his face. He pointed at his eyes, now closed, with both fingers. Over and over.
“You saw something?” A tremor of excitement riddled my voice. “Tonight? What, Klauba?” I nearly reached out and took hold of him, wanting to shake loose what he wasn’t ready to give me. “Did you see something tonight? At Dearborn Street Station?”
Klauba sprang to his feet, his face contorted with grief and rage. I stood up with him, watching confused as he threw away his piece of charcoal and yanked his art pad into his arms. With his free hand, he flipped through the rough edged pieces of paper wildly, the frenzy finally halting about six pages in. With all the intensity of a furious shout, Klauba turned fully to face me and shoved the penciled image into my face.
I looked, but initially did not see. It took a few minutes for the lines and shadows to all coalesce for me, to become something I recognized. A familiar place. A scene starring three faces. Faces I knew.
And suddenly the night turned upside down.
“Klauba,” I said, now taking him firmly by the arm. “You need to come with me.” He raised an eyebrow. I realized I was nearly growling. Softening my tone, I said, “Please, come with me. For Benny.”
Grief shook his body as he nodded and walked with me. My mind was already into the next scene of this twisted game I’d been playing the last few hours. And, although I didn’t believe it myself, I was about to take a page out of Lucky Stone’s playbook.
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DEARBORN STREET STATION still buzzed with activity, but it was the reverse of a few hours before. People filtered in, either bleary eyed ticket takers, some of which I remembered seeing leaving earlier, or commuters ready to ride wherever pursuit of a few dollars demanded they go. And I stood in the middle of it, my hands behind my back, square in the center of the south ticket lobby, a row of ticket windows clicking to life about twenty feet behind me. Two terra cotta arches flanked me on both sides, still retaining some of the original charm that Cyrus L.W. Eiditz intended the station to have when he originally designed it. Businessmen and day laborers alike mingled as they flowed in and out under the arches, rushing for their train. Two men, though, only wanted in as they crossed the threshold into the lobby to my left. They weren’t there for the train. More likely, they’d simply come to punch my ticket.
They walked side by side, albeit uncomfortably. Enough distance stood between them to show that neither liked the other very much and that both were used to being first in line. The one on the left stood nearly six feet tall, most of that right angles and hard corners. A hawk like nose loomed out from under the snap brim of his pearl gray fedora and shaded an overly groomed black pencil thin mustache. Both arms jutted out from his side, two hairpin curves hanging stiffly from broad sharp pointed shoulders, ready for a fight or to poke a school kid’s eye out with his bony elbows. His lean, jagged body fit poorly in the pearl gray suit housing it, threatening to rip through the cloth with every move he made. But his walk was fluid, smooth. From the waist down, Donny Cordova slithered just like what he was. A snake in pearl gray.
Cordova’s unlikely companion was cast from a different mold altogether. Barely scraping 5’8, his fleshy face was flush with the exertion of crossing the station. Thick jowls weighted down his cheeks, bouncing each time his handcrafted Italian leather shoes lifted and fell. A curtain of perspiration unfurled down his mottled forehead from beneath the black fedora he wore. Short, yet thick arms clung tightly to his sides, hands hidden in the pockets of his unbuttoned black trench coat. Although he qualified as a bit heavy by the best of standards, portly by mine, his suit, black like the hat, but richly accented by a maroon shirt beneath the coat and a vibrant canary yellow kerchief in the breast pocket, fit exactly like what I knew it was. A tailor made glove. Every seam cut to hide the rolls he didn’t want the world to know were there, every thread struggling to hold in the girth that a boat sail might not have hidden.
Even though my two approaching friends sprouted up and rotted on different sides of the tracks, they most definitely had a few things in common. One was that I’d seen their faces in a charcoal drawing on a mute artist’s drawing board barely an hour before.
“Donny,” I said as Cordova stopped in front of me. The second man opened thick lips as if to talk as he halted just to my right, but said nothing. I kept my eyes on Cordova. Other men had died for not doing that. “When I called, I didn’t know you two would come together.”
Cordova smiled, his razor thin lips open, tobacco stained teeth showing through. “Yeah, Stone. Me and Danny here, we’ve been spendin’ a lot of time together lately. Isn’t that right, Danny?”
“Yes,” the heavier, younger man blubbered softly. “Quite a lot.” His heavy lidded reddened eyes took me in, from the bottom of my discount shoes to the lapels of my wrinkled shirt. “You said you had...” he searched for the word, unused to such common conversation, even with a pal like Cordova...” some information we’d both like to have?”
“Yes,” I answered, “That’s why I dropped your names to one another when I called. I definitely know something about you and Donny, Mr. Ravin.”
Danforth Lewis Ravin, one of the richest men in America for all of seven days, coughed at my mention of his name. “Indeed,” he said. “What possibly could you know about me, Mister Stone? Other than what tripe you and your paper have printed about my father’s death?”
“I know you don’t read the Star,” I said, taking a step back so I could watch him and Cordova equally. From somewhere behind them I heard a mother swear at her children for making them all miss the train. “We’ve not published anything about your father’s murder other than we’ve had to print.”
“Had?” Cordova asked, arching an eyebrow thinner than the fuzz on his lip.
“Yeah,” I said, my hands still behind my back, palms starting to sweat. “Pick up the paper later today, you’ll see a headline that just might grab you.”
“Listen here,” Ravin blustered, his eyes rolling between me and Cordova, “it is not even five o’clock in the morning and we’ve let this down in the mouth muckraker rattle our cages enough and drag us across Chicago —”
“Didn’t figure you’d mind,” I interrupted, hoping the edge I wanted in my voice was there. “I mean, this being your second trip to the station tonight and all.”
The crimson flush that I’d seen in every color image of Ravin plastered across the Star since he turned eighteen and started blowing through the trust his father bestowed upon him ran like wet paint in a downpour, leaving his face alabaster white. An obvious ripple of fear jiggled through his corpulent shape.
Donny Cordova looked at me as if I bored him, though his hands did rise along his coat a bit, his left inching closer to his lapels. “You’re itchin’ to tell a story, Stone. All you newshounds like to talk. So go on. Talk.”
Anger simmering in the pit of my stomach suddenly erupted, a surge of heat racing through my veins. “Is that what you said to Lucky, Cordova? Did you tell him to talk? It’s more of a chance than you gave Benny Panini when you shot him in the dark!”
“Be quiet!” Danforth Ravin’s nasal voice bellowed, echoing off the lobby walls. Realizing a cute little ticket gal with a pageboy cut was now looking at us, he mumbled something, then nearly whispered, “You must be insane, accusing me of such things!”
“I’m crazier,” I admitted, “throwing it in Cordova’s face.” Donny simply smiled, a lion deciding just which part of the gazelle he was going to sink his teeth into first. “Here’s how it plays for me. It’s no secret, Mr. Ravin, that your father disapproved of your rather wasteful way of handling money. So much so that the gossip rags were rife with how he’d cut you off nearly three months ago.”
Ravin bounced on the balls of his feet, quietly protesting, “We...we were working that out. The papers made far too much of that.”
“Uh-huh.” I said snidely. “Well, let’s assume they didn’t. Daddy cut your pipeline into the millions off, probably got sick and tired of watching the waste of his own flesh he’d brought into this world run through the fortune he’d literally made himself like it was confetti. But just because the money stopped didn’t mean you could get by without Oysters Rockefeller and ladies with names like Mitzi to serve it to you.” I turned my gaze squarely to Cordova. “Which is where Donny, the one man lending institution of Chicago, enters the picture.”
“You told him!” Ravin squealed, almost freeing one pudgy hand from his left coat pocket, as if he might strike Cordova. “How else would he—”
“Shuttup.” Cordova ordered, his single word slicing the tension like a sharpened blade. “I didn’t tell him anymore than I told the guy you thought was him!”
 “He’s right, Ravin.” I pulled my hands from behind my back, one of them clinching a rolled up piece of large ragged paper. “No one told me anything. Not about tonight and not about the night the two of you killed your father.”
“What...” Ravin stuttered. “What is that?”
“This,” I replied, “is an eyewitness statement.”
What happened next was bizarre. Cordova glared at Ravin, his black eyes burning with hellish flames.And the obese millionaire shook, stomping his left foot, his eyes suddenly pregnant with rain drop like tears. “No, no,” Ravin ranted like an oversized child throwing a tantrum. “No, no, no!”
“The bum,” Cordova hissed. “You said he didn’t see anything, that he just slept in the park. Never moved, just slept on the bench.”
“No, no, no!” Ravin repeated, his face wet with tears. Like a strict parent, Cordova slapped him hard across the face, something he’d obviously done before.
“Stop it!” Cordova commanded, hitting him again. “Stop it now!”
I don’t know if it was the order or the sharpness of the hit, but as quickly as he’d collapsed, Danforth Ravin stood up straight, sobbing, damp jowls the only evidence he’d even cried. As if used to rough treatment, Ravin regained control of himself, saying, “He’s nothing. Just a dirty, filthy drunk.”
That filled it in. Klauba was there because Klauba was always there, a fixture, part of the scenery. And Danforth Ravin discounted him, gave him no value, saw no danger in his presence because he was just another street person. Yeah, Chicago’s very own poverty row Picasso who was never loud because he couldn’t speak, but drew anything that he wanted to remember.
“You came out here,” I said, my words aimed at the trembling Ravin, but my attention still on the dangerous Cordova, “because Lucky called and said he had a witness. Someone to tie you to your father’s death. He said he was me. And that he was going to tell the world something about you if you didn’t meet him.”
Ravin inhaled deeply and swallowed hard, his face swelling up like a bloated frog. “He...he said his name was Randy Stone, that he wrote the Nightbeat column. Of course I’d heard of it, of you, who in Chicago hasn’t?”
“But Lucky bet that you didn’t know what I looked like. He figured you were too busy drinking Daddy’s money away to ever look at the snapshot by my column header. What he didn’t figure on, though, was —”
“Me.” Cordova finished my thought, his left hand now comfortably inside his pearl gray jacket, a movement that I completely missed. “See, I don’t like people that I invest in to go out alone at night, Stone. So when Danny here called me to tell me you were shakin’ him down, I encouraged him that I should come along. That maybe I could speak some sense into that empty noggin of yours.” Something akin to amusement colored the backroom pallor of Cordova’s face. “Imagine my surprise when we get here and the goon makin’ like the great Randy Stone was in fact the liar Lucky Stone.”
“A liar, maybe,” I seethed,” but you wouldn’t have killed him for that, not out here. He told you what he knew, what someone had told him. And you shot him.”
Cordova chuckled throatily. “Oh no, Stone. Right enough, Lucky played his hand as soon as we walked up to him. I guess he hadn’t expected to see me, so he wanted to ply his wares as quickly as he could and get away. But it wasn’t me what finally ran Lucky’s luck out.”
The second it took me to decipher what Cordova meant was just long enough for Danforth Lewis Ravin to take a step closer to me and shove the short nosed pistol hidden in his trench coat along with his hand deep into my ribs. I glanced into the fat face now a breath away from mine and saw several things, but mostly the insane fear of being suddenly left a pauper after decades of spoiling and pampering that can scar a man’s soul forever. 
“Is it that important,” I said, wincing from the jab of the gun barrel in my side, “that the world not find out that you probably owe Cordova your entire inheritance, Ravin? To kill two men in one night?”
“You’d know the answer to that, Stone,” Ravin giggled, his words mangled by insipid laughter, “if that paper you’re holding is what you say it is.” He reached for it with five frankfurter like fingers.
“Ravin!” Cordova said sharply. “Not here! Too many people!”
“It doesn’t matter, Donald.” A calm swept over Ravin, taking control of his voice as well. A perverse peace of sorts, one I’d only heard from prisoners strapped into the electric chair or lunatics knowing they’ll never get out alive. “He’s right. I’m into you for a large part of what my father left me and the rest...” his eyes clouded...”the rest wasn’t worth what I’ve done.”
“You,” I realized aloud. The picture I’d found in Klauba’s pad had been of two of Chicago’s most published faces, the city’s number one ne’er do well playboy and the man who the mob came to to borrow money, in the background, William Ravin, his head turned in profile, falling into the foreground after being shot. Ravin’s body occluded the other two forms in the image from the shoulders down. Where one of them would have held the gun. “You killed your father.”
“He wouldn’t listen,” Ravin yammered. “Donald needed the money, the people he worked with came to him for the money. And I didn’t have it. He said someone would die if he didn’t get his money.”
“So you decided,” I said, sounding as fearless as I could while my insides turned into panicked jelly, “that if someone had to die, it wasn’t going to be you.”
“I didn’t know, Stone,” Cordova said, a hint of dread behind his words. “Danny here just said we’d go to his father together, maybe seeing me there with Danny would scare the old miser into turning loose the dough.” 
“But Father would have none of it,” Ravin continued. “No, he said. No, no, no.”
As these two unlikely partners confessed, I anxiously looked around. The ticket taker with the pageboy had her head down, wanting no part of the three men in the lobby before her. Other people bustled by, but to them we were just an odd trio huddled together in deep conversation, probably three business types commiserating each one on some shared failure. But one of us was sure he was about to die.
“So,” I said, buying what I hoped was as much time as possible, “Lucky told you what he’d found out and you pulled a gun on him.”
“He shouldn’t have said anything,” rambled Ravin, shaking his head. “He shouldn’t have said anything at all.”
“He saw the gun,” Cordova said, “even before I did. And dropped to his knees, spouting how he was you and how much trouble it would be to kill Randy Stone. And how Benny Panini was the one who’d told him. Then —”
“Bang,” chortled Ravin. “Bang. Bang.”
“That’s how you knew,” I said, pulling my hands against my stomach slowly. “About Benny. And,” I aimed every word at Cordova, “why you killed him.”
“I had to,” Cordova rationalized. “Danny here owes me more money than four of you would ever see, Stone. I had to protect my investment.”
“Yes,” Ravin agreed. The pistol pushed harder into my side, feeling like it was about to puncture my skin. “Have to protect. Protect.”
Holding my left fist clenched in my open right hand, I shoved forward, raising my shoulder forcefully in front of me. Both men shouted in surprise and staggered backward. Before either could recover, I swung around toward Ravin, crashing my bent right elbow into his gun hand. Falling to his knees, he yelped like a spanked puppy, the gun falling to the tiled floor. 
Someone, probably the teenybopper with the pageboy, screamed as Cordova unleashed a barrage of curses as he drew his own gun. I left Ravin in a pile on the lobby floor and turned on my heel, bringing a right cross all the way up from my ankles with me. A shot rang out, burying itself somewhere in the terra cotta behind me. My fist slammed against Cordova’s crooked nose, bone and cartilage giving way in a spurt of blood.
Rattled, Cordova raised his gun again while coming at me with a roundhouse. I ducked it, giving thanks silently for what little boxing training I’d had, and shoved my right shoulder into his midsection. Air gushed out of the killer’s lungs as he folded like a kid’s poorly made kite. I slung him to the ground, punctuating my violent statement with a heavy left to the face. Donny Cordova fell backward unconscious, what was left of his beak like nose completely hiding his mustache.
“Randy!”
I got to my feet and turned to see Kolsky and five other policemen flood into the lobby through the arch in the right wall. Each of them had guns drawn, armed to the teeth after the fight was over.
“The Calvary doesn’t do much good, Kolsky,” I ribbed, “after the hero’s already beaten the outlaws.”
As the four other cops manhandled a still out Cordova to his feet, Kolsky laughed and said, “You said the station lobby, Randy, but not which one. Besides, even a newspaper reporter should be able to handle one crook on his own.”
“One—” I shoved past Kolsky. Ravin was gone. His gun lay where it had fallen, but he was nowhere to be seen.
“Hey!” rose a shout from somewhere to the left out in the station. “Watch it! Don’t push!”
With Kolsky yelling after me, I charged through the arch and into the massive waiting room. To my left were the rows of stairs leading down to the trains, where waitresses and movie stars alike whisked in and out of Dearborn Street. And there in the fourth set of stairs, tussling with two burly dockworker types wrestled Danforth Ravin.
I ran for the stairs just as Ravin tore himself away from the two men and dashed downward. I yelled, “Police!” and the two guys stepped back against the rails, pointing and shouting after Ravin. Jostling past them, I dove at the fat man in black from the bottom step, sending both of us to the concrete floor.
“Get off of me!” Raven screeched as I rolled him over, straddling him, his coat collar wrapped tightly in my hands.
“Why?” I shouted as the rumble of trains echoed off the walls around us. “Why kill them? They didn’t have to die!”
“Of course they did!” Raven yelled back. “They were nothing! They were going to hurt me! No one hurts me!”
As if to prove his point, Ravin brought a bent knee straight up into my stomach. I groaned and slumped to the side, enough that he pushed me over onto the floor and got to his feet. “No one hurts me!” he repeated as he jumped from the waiting area onto the train tracks.
“Stone!” Kolsky’s voice reverberated off the walls, drowned out by the shrill thunder of trains, as he and two other cops dismounted the stairs. I stood, my hands out, staring helplessly at Danforth Ravin. Standing on a train track, stomping his foot. Shouting, “No, no, no.” But no one could hear him because of the oncoming train.
“Ravin!” I shouted, my knees bent, ready to jump out to get him. Kolsky and another policemen grappled me, jerking me nearly to the floor as the train blew its warning whistle, unable to stop. Danforth Lewis Ravin giggled as tons of steel and engine ripped through him.
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THERE wasn’t a lot left to clean up, literally or otherwise. Kolsky and the same freckle faced rookie from earlier took witness statements, starting with me. The other policemen hauled Cordova off to the nearest precinct, his pearl gray suit stained with his own blood.
As I left, I asked Kolsky how Klauba was. He said he was all right and under guard until ‘your fool blasted idea’ played out.
I’d taken him straight to Kolsky from the bench in front of the Ravin Building, shown him the picture Klauba’d drawn. I then spent ten minutes convincing Kolsky that I needed to do what Lucky had done, to draw out Ravin and Cordova. So, with a blank piece of Klauba’s paper and the plan that Kolsky would be close behind with reinforcements, off to Dearborn Street I went.
Back at my desk at the Star as the sun rose, I read over the words captured on the page bound in my typewriter. My byline at the top. Randy Stone, who just a few short hours ago was dead as far as most of Chicago was concerned. But I was still alive, alive enough to pen the epitaph of three men. One rich, one poor, and one who, even in his last minutes, couldn’t live life as who he really was. One who died never having lived up to the name he wore. Lucky.
“Copyboy!”
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The One That Got Away
by Bobby Nash
 
HI. THIS is Randy Stone. I cover the night beat for the Chicago Star. My stories start in many different ways. This one began with a chance encounter with an old flame and ended with me staring down a cold-blooded killer.
Most people don’t know that there is an entirely different world that exists after the sun goes down. I’m not sure if this happens in other cities, but there is a whole new side of Chicago that those who troll these streets during the daylight hours would not understand. Compared to the Chicago that lives and breathes under the harsh light of day, the characters that populate my Chicago are much more compelling. Each of them, every single one of the denizens of the night has a story to tell.
It’s my job to find the most interesting of those stories and bring them to life. For the most part, that means searching through the city for the stories that wait in the darkness. It can be fulfilling, sometimes scary, and occasionally it can even be dangerous. This was one of those rare times when it was all of the above.
It was a little after 11 p.m. and I decided to take a walk through Old Town. Thanks to seasonably warm temperatures we’d been experiencing in the Chicago-land area, I decided to take the El and then walk instead of signing out a staff car from the Star’s motor pool. Most of the staff cars available at this hour were a bunch of old beat up jalopies with similar paint jobs. I avoided using them as much as possible.
It was a beautiful night for a walk under a star-filled cloudless sky so I decided to pound the pavement the old fashioned way. It had rained earlier in the day so everything had a nice wet shine to it. I love the smell of my city after a good cleansing rain.
My leisurely stroll took me, as it so often does, to Old Town.
One of the things I love about the area that the locals call Old Town is the ambiance. Every storefront is alive with colored lights and the sound of music mingled with laughter wafts through the air as the night dwellers file into the streets for some good riotous fun. 
One of my favorite places to pop in for a drink and enjoy the local cuisine is Maxine’s, a local landmark that just so happens to be a convenient hop, skip, and a jump so to speak from the train. By day, Maxine’s is a fine eatery that serves whatever flavor your tastebuds require at an honest price and with a smile. None of that changes at night, but the addition of live music adds a completely different layer to the dining experience and transforms Maxine’s into one of Chicago’s finest rocking gin joints.
On my first day as a junior reporter I was assigned to shadow one of the senior reporters, a veteran correspondent of two wars, Ronald Westerfelt. In showing me the ropes, Professor Westerfelt, a nickname given to him by some of the others on staff because of the tweed jackets he often wore over a turtleneck. Westerfelt was a good teacher and I learned a lot from him, even if he was a bit stuffy at times.
His first lesson was to always listen to the people. He often stated that if you listen carefully, Chicago will tell you what’s on her mind. At first I found it strange that he referred to the city as a “her” but discovered that I, myself, started doing so as well. Chicago is my city and I love her.
His second piece of advice was that if you were ever stuck for a story then Maxine’s was the place to go. That bit of information has served me well over the years. Not only was Maxine Chambers, who owned and operated the eatery with her brother, John, who worked the day shift, a fabulous hostess who knew how to whip up one monster of an omelet at 3 a.m.. She probably knew more about what was going on in her little slice of Chicago than anyone else.
 One of the first lessons I learned as a reporter in this city is that a few well-placed Ben Franklins in the right palm could net you a lot of good information. Max was definitely the right palm to grease if you wanted to know what was going on in Chicago. I’ve lost count of the number of stories I’ve chased that started with a trip to Max’s place.
“Howdy, Stone,” Maxine’s husky voice greeted me as I stepped through the door. In all the years I’d known her, I don’t think she’s ever called me by my first name more than a handful of times. 
“Hey, Max,” I said before planting a brotherly peck on her cheek. “What’s shaking?”
“Same old, same old,” she said with a knowing smile. “You know how it is around here when Talia St. Clair is on the bill.”
Suddenly, the world fell away beneath my feet.
“Talia’s here? She’s playing tonight?” I stammered, which doesn’t happen often, believe me. My mouth must have been hanging open halfway to the floor based on the amused look Maxine gave me. She knew better than most the effect that Talia’s presence had on me. We all have that one person in our lives that affects us in an unusual way, that one person whose very presence makes an otherwise moderately intelligent human being toss all logic out the window and do stupid things that we wouldn’t do under normal circumstances. 
Talia St. Clair was mine, no doubt about it. 
If there was one person out there who made me stupid, it was her.
I met Talia St. Clair five years earlier when she first started playing the Chicago bar circuit. One of her first gigs had been Maxine’s and it was just my lucky day because I just happened to be there. From the moment she walked on stage I was in love. After finishing her set to thunderous applause and a standing ovation, Max introduced us right there next to the bar. Now, I’m not the sort to wear my heart on my sleeve, but I flipped head over heels that night. I had never looked into eyes that deep in all my days. We had a whirlwind courtship that was the talk of the town for a short time. That’s right. Tough guy reporter Randy Stone made the society page. Trust me, no matter how weird you think that sounds, it was stranger for me. The newspapers loved taking photos of Talia and me together. I had never been so happy.
And then one day she was gone. 
Talia left my life just as quickly as she had entered it. I couldn’t really blame her for going. She had just signed an exclusive recording deal that would have her music playing on coast-to-coast radio, in jukeboxes, and on records in every record store from New York to Los Angeles. It was a fantastic opportunity that she could not pass up and I never would have asked her to do so. Music was in her blood as much as newspaper ink is in mine. We each followed our passions.
We parted amicably as friends because I could not conceive of her not being a part of my life in some regard. If that meant that we would be friends only then I could live with that, no matter how hard it turned out to be. And it was hard at first, but her moving to the West Coast had made coping easier. 
Whenever Talia came back to town I usually got a phone call and an invite to come out and take in her show and we would catch up over dinner and drinks. Eventually, her trips to Chicago lessened. It had been a little over two years since I last saw her.
This time was different and Maxine noticed.
“You act like you didn’t know she was here,” Max said.
“I didn’t.”
“Oh, honey, I’m so sorry.”
“It’s okay, Max,” I told her, trying to sound as nonchalant as possible. “Water under the bridge. It was a long time ago.” 
“It hasn’t been that long, Stone.”
“No. Not really. Has she gone on yet?”
“No. Just about time though,” Max said as she smiled her understanding. I doubt I was the only one of her customers who had ever fallen under the spell of one of the performers on stage. No doubt Max had watched many a heartbroken admirer walk out those doors alone. I’d seen my fair share of those lovelorn losers walk through those doors with their head hung low and heart broken. I never expected that I would be one of them though.
“I can tell her you’re here if you want,” Max offered as she lit herself a cigarette.
I shook my head. “No need to disturb her,” I said, my mouth suddenly feeling very dry. “Maybe after the show, okay?”
“You got it, doll,” Max said. “You know what you want to eat or should I surprise you?”
“I think I’ve been surprised enough for one day,” I said, forcing a smile I didn’t really feel.
“Point taken. Your usual then?”
“The usual is fine,” I told her and with a nod she headed off toward the kitchen to put in my order. While Maxine took care of that I headed deeper into the crowd. Normally, finding a seat wasn’t all that difficult, but it was a Friday night and coupled with the talent about to go on stage the place was filled to the rafters. Literally. Maxine’s had a second level that offered a great view of the stage, one upper left, the other upper right. As near as I could tell, both sides were packed to capacity so I kept looking for a good table on the floor.
One of the advantages to being a regular is getting to know the other night owls that frequented the place. Sammy Green, Marty Hancock, and Howie Prescott had carved out a section for themselves with a great view of the stage and they motioned me over to join them. 
“Heya, fellas,” I said as I took the offered chair. “Thanks. I was afraid I was going to have to eat standing up or something.”
“Ain’t you gumshoe types used to eatin’ on the go?” Howie Prescott asked with a throaty laugh. Howie is about the happiest man I’ve ever met, although that probably has to do with the flask of Scotch he’s constantly taking a pull off of when he thinks no one is looking. I can never be too sure if Howie is kidding with the ‘gumshoe’ bit or if he really thinks I’m some kind of private dick or something. I gave up trying to correct him a long time ago.
“I see your girl is back in town, Randy,” Sammy said. 
“His girl?” Marty asked. 
Sammy pointed toward the stage. “The girl singer. She and our friend here had a little thing awhile back, ain’t that right, Randy?”
“Really?” Marty said a little too loudly. “You know Talia St. Clair? I love her. What a great set of... pipes.” He laughed. 
“She’s also got a great voice,” I said. 
“I know,” Marty said around a big toothy smile. “I have all of her records.”
“So, you really know her?” Howie asked.
“Yeah. I know her.” 
“Broke his heart into tiny little pieces, she did,” Sammy said.
“Something like that,” I admitted just as Maxine brought over my plate filled with steak, potatoes, and green beans. In her other hand she held a frosty mug of beer to wash it down. I had never been so happy for an interruption as at that moment.
“You boys leave Stone be, all right?” Max said to the crowd of regulars. “Just sit back and watch the show. We’ll be starting in a couple of minutes.”
No sooner had Maxine walked away than the lights dimmed and the sound of a deep string instrument filled the darkness of the stage. It was quickly followed by the wail of a trumpet solo that already had toes tapping throughout the bar. Despite the fact that I was starving, even I was caught up in the rhythm of the music. Like a love struck schoolboy, my heart raced with anticipation as the spotlight snapped on.
Talia St. Clair stood center stage, but her presence filled the room. She was as gorgeous as I remembered as she sauntered across the stage to take her place behind the microphone. The silky black dress she wore showed off equally silky skin as her bare shoulders shimmered under the spotlight. Long curly locks of golden blonde hair caught the light as it fell all the way down her back like a waterfall made of gold. A few loose strands bobbed in front of her eyes. Every part of her was beautiful, but I couldn’t help but focus on her eyes, which were closed at the moment, but wouldn’t be for long, I knew. She started every one of her shows this way, with the same song. Red polished nails stroked the microphone stand as she swayed in time to the musicians playing behind her as the crescendo built in intensity until it hit her cue. 
From the moment she opened her ruby red lips, every man and woman in the room was mesmerized by the silky smooth melody that came from somewhere deep inside the singer’s beautiful frame. It did not take much to understand why everyone who ever met her fell in love with Talia St. Clair.
For me, the years between our last visit melted away as if they hadn’t happened.
The next forty minutes passed way too quickly, not just for me, but for everyone within the sound of her voice. For forty minutes I had not a care in the world, not even the deadline that was bearing down on me even as I sat there. All that mattered was the music being delivered by the sweet, sweet voice of an angel.
When it was all over and the ovations had been made, the encore performed, and the applause had finally settled I followed Maxine Chambers as she led me back stage to the dressing rooms. She pointed out the one I wanted then gave me a wink and headed back to check on her other customers. “Good luck, Stone. I’m rooting for you,” she said as she walked away.
“Thanks, Max.”
I couldn’t believe that I actually had butterflies in my stomach as I rapped a knuckle on the dressing room door’s chipped paint. After my second knock the door opened and once again I stared into the most beautiful eyes I’d ever seen.
From the surprised look on her face I take it I was the last person she expected to see, but it must have been a happy surprise because her face broke into a toothy smile and she threw her arms around me, squeezing tight. I reciprocated the embrace. God, how I had missed this woman. She smelled like wild flowers, a fragrance I had not encountered since the last time we had seen one another. It was like stepping back in time so when she kissed me I didn’t think a thing about it and I kissed her back. Hard.
The only thing I could think in that moment was how had I ever let this wonderful woman get away?
I didn’t have a good answer.
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A SHORT time later Talia and I were sitting at a private table enjoying a bottle of Maxine’s finest. On the house, no less, bless that woman. I nursed my second glass. As good as this stuff was, I was technically still on the clock and had to file a story for the morning edition and I had no idea what I was going to write about yet. I could have certainly done a piece on Talia’s return to the Windy City where her whirlwind career began, or even angled for an exclusive interview with her, but the only thing on my mind was having a friendly conversation.
“How long are you going to be in town?”
“A couple of days,” she said and cast a glance toward the door. She had been doing that a lot since we sat down. I would have been hard pressed not to notice even without my reporter’s knack for observation. She was on edge about something. I wanted to ask her what was going on, but I kept thinking of reasons not to broach the subject. I didn’t want to ruin the illusion of our being together again. Sad, isn’t it?
“I was surprised to see you on the bill tonight,” I finally said.
She looked down at the table. “I’m sorry I didn’t call, Randy,” she said softly and I was reminded of just how hard it was to stay mad at this woman. “It’s just... well, it was a last minute schedule and I didn’t... well, that is to say...” her voice trailed off. This was familiar territory. We’d had pretty much the same discussion the last couple of times she had come to town. Neither of us appeared too eager to repeat the process.
“How about we take a walk?” I suggested instead.
Another glance at the door made me think that she didn’t want to go out there for some reason, but then she smiled and said, “Sure. Why not?”
“Are you sure you’re okay?” I asked.
“Of course, silly,” she said with that smile of hers that made me ignore all of my self-preservation instincts. 
“I’m just tired. That’s all,” she said. “Come on.”
I didn’t believe her, but also had no reason to push her about it either. If she wanted to tell me what was bothering her then she would. If not, well, that was my problem and I’d just have to learn to deal with it, wouldn’t I?
Despite being a big time star, once we were out amongst the people, Talia and I blended into the crowd without much fuss, just another lonely pair of souls who had found one another in the big city. Normally, the chilled winds off the lake would be enough to make you reach for a coat and scarf, but it had been so warm lately that neither of us needed the extra layers. We both carried our coats draped over our arms as we talked over old times.
“How do you like living in Los Angeles?” I finally asked.
She smiled and said, “It’s fine,” but I didn’t believe her. Talia St. Clair was many things, but I had never known her to be a very convincing liar. Whatever was going on with her was bad enough that it had sent her running back to Chicago.
And that led her back to me.
A squeal of tires on pavement broke my reverie and I spun just in time to see an old jalopy finish its sliding turn onto the street. The scene in and of itself wasn’t all that unusual. The wild ones also came out at night and sometimes that led to a spontaneous street race or two. I admit, even I have thrown down a few bucks on the outcome of a few of those races myself.
The glistening still slick roads made for a tempting target for the burning of rubber.
What was out of place was the man hanging out the back window, but even more out of the ordinary was the gun he held in his hands. He shouted something I couldn’t hear over the combined noise of the car and the panicking crowd, then opened fire.
It was clear that Talia was the target.
I was moving before my brain had finished calculating what my eyes had seen.
“Get down!” I shouted and pushed her to the concrete behind a red sportster that was parked next to the curb. I covered her with my body as well as bullets ripped into the once pristine red sports car and gouged chunks of red brick out of the wall of the building behind us.
As quickly as it began, the shooting stopped as another squeal of tires faded into the distance. Talia started back to her feet, but I held her down against the cold concrete of the sidewalk for another moment. The shooters were gone, but we lay there another couple of minutes to make sure they weren’t simply turning around to come back and finish the job.
Once I realized that they weren’t coming back, I helped Talia to her feet. “Are you okay?” I asked. It was a silly question, in retrospect, but at the moment it seemed the smartest question I could ask. A trickle of blood ran down her arm from a small cut. A quick inspection of the arm told me that it wasn’t a bullet wound. Most likely she had been caught by a piece of metal flying off the car or from the brick shards that were torn loose from the wall. Both the wall and the car looked like the Swiss Cheese I order at my favorite corner deli. 
It’s a miracle neither of us had caught a bullet.
I wrapped my scarf around her bleeding arm and started her back toward Maxine’s where we could get her bandaged up properly. I know what you’re thinking. I probably should have stayed there and waited on the cops to show up, but the part of my brain that would normally make that decision wasn’t the one doing the thinking. 
Only one thought was bouncing around in my head. Get Talia to safety.
As we headed back to the safety of the restaurant I scanned the street looking for more gunmen, listened for the sound of screeching tires, but thankfully heard neither. Maxine’s was just ahead and we picked up our pace. Talia kept her head hung low.
“I think it’s time you told me what’s going on,” I said as we arrived back at the bar. “And don’t leave out a single detail.”
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TALIA grunted in pain.
The sultry singer bit her ruby red lip as Maxine applied the topical ointment to the cut on her arm with delicate precision. The cut itself was bleeding freely, but all in all it wasn’t too bad. It looked ugly, but was not so deep as to require stitches, at least not according to the hostess. I took Max at her word because not only had she patched up more injuries from bar fights than either of us could remember, she had also served as a nurse during The War. She taped a bandage in place and helped Talia pull on her jacket to cover the injury from prying eyes.
I was pacing back and forth nearby, keeping one weary eye on the street. It had been several minutes since the shots rang out and the police had arrived on the scene. I was looking for my buddy, Sergeant Kolsky, but hadn’t seen him yet. If he was on duty then he would make an appearance sooner or later. I had important information about the shooting, but I had to play it careful for Talia’s sake. I would tell Kolsky what I saw and he would make sure it reached the right players. He would also leave Talia’s name out of it, at least for a little while. 
It was painfully obvious that she was the target. I rubbed my bruised shoulder and tried to ignore the throbbing in my right knee. A falling tackle to hard concrete takes more of a toll on me now than it did when I wore a younger man’s clothes.
“You ready to tell me what’s going on?” I asked now that Talia’s injury had been tended. All I wanted to do was help her, to protect her, but my reporter’s instincts couldn’t simply be turned on and off at a whim. The investigative part of my brain was already running through possible scenarios that fit the events, looking for the headline and the thread that would tie everything together. All good stories had a thread. If you tugged at it just right all of the pieces would fall into place. As a reporter, it was my job to tug on as many disparate threads as I could until the story came together.
Fortunately for my editors, I’m very good at my job.
“You think this has something to do with me?” Talia said, her voice cracking in a way I had never heard before and hoped I never would again.
“Don’t play me for a fool, Talia,” I said sternly. “You and I both know damn well that those guys were after you. Not me. I can’t help you unless you tell me why.”
“I...” she turned away from me and wiped a tear from her eye. “I don’t want you getting involved, Randy.”
“I’m already involved, sweetheart,” I said angrily and held up my scarf, now covered in her blood in front of her to drive the point home. “Tell me what’s going on!”
“He’s dangerous. You could get hurt.”
“That ship has sailed, Talia.” My anger continued to rise, but was no longer focused on her. “Tell me what I need to know.”
I watched as this beautiful lady, one of the strongest people I’ve ever met, wilted in front of me to the point that she was almost unrecognizable. 
“Talia...”
“Okay. Fine!” she snapped. “You want to know then I’ll tell you!”
“Let’s have a seat,” I said and motioned for her to take a spot at one of the tables. She nodded and took the chair I pulled out for her. 
I took the chair across from her, but before I could ask her anything Maxine reappeared with a bottle of the good stuff and two glasses. “I thought you might could use this,” she said with a pained smile. “On the house.”
The remark got a giggle out of Talia, which was undoubtedly Max’s intent. She dropped off the glasses and ushered the rest of the staff out of earshot before flipping over the sign that read OPEN to CLOSED so Talia and I could have a private conversation. 
“Thanks, Max,” I said. I was going to owe her one whale of a favor after this was all over.
“Take all the time you need, Stone.”
Now that we were finally alone I hoped Talia would open up to me. I could see that she was scared and hurt, but ignoring the problem was in no way going to help her get out of it. Just because the gunmen had missed the first time around, there was no guarantee that they wouldn’t make another attempt. In fact, if I were a betting man I’d lay odds on it.
“Dammit, Talia, this is serious,” I pleaded. “Talk to me.”
“His name is Trevor.” She sighed. “Trevor Larson. I think he wants me dead.”
“Why?”
“Because I was stupid enough to think I could leave him.”
“Leave him?” The words spilled out before I could stop them. I don’t know why I was surprised that she had moved on after we’d split. Perhaps a small part of me foolishly hoped she wouldn’t. “That doesn’t make any sense. Who is this guy?”
“You don’t understand, Randy,” she said as tears rolled down her cheek. “If you knew him, knew how he was, you’d understand.”
“So enlighten me.”
“I don’t want to get you involved,” she said again.
“We’ve been over that, doll. Just tell me what I need to know.”
Talia sighed again, this time in surrender. “Trevor is my producer,” she said softly. “He’s also my husband.”
“I guess my invitation got lost in the mail,” I said. It was cruel and I probably shouldn’t have said it, but I couldn’t help myself. I was hurt. The shock of the announcement must have been painfully evident on my face, but Talia continued on without commenting.
“We were married in a private ceremony in Los Angeles,” she said, remembering the happy occasion. As she spoke the corners of her mouth couldn’t help but turn upward into that beautiful smile I’d fallen in love with. “It was a small affair. Just a few of his ‘friends’ and... and some industry people. We kept it quiet because Trevor believes that I’ll sell more records if the people buying them think I’m single.”
I really didn’t like the way she had said ‘friends’ and I told her as much. The part about pretending that she was single also seemed odd, but I must admit that I don’t understand a lot of things that happen out in Tinsel Town. “That doesn’t make a lot of sense to me,” I said once she finished.
“Those... Hollywood types don’t think the same way you or I do, Randy,” she explained. “I said the very same thing and Trevor explained that more men would buy my records if I was single because it gave them hope that they could one day... you know... ‘date’ me.”
“I’m guessing by ‘date’ he really meant...”
“Yes,” she said before I could say the words.
“I’m guessing that’s why you didn’t take his last name,” I said.
“Exactly.”
“This Trevor guy sounds like a real piece of work,” I told her. “What did you ever see in him?”
“He was sweet and handsome, and nice,” she said and I could tell by the far off look in her eyes that she was still replaying memories in her mind, memories of the good times. “He told me I was pretty and that I had amazing talent, all the things a girl wants to hear.”
Part of me wanted to remind her that I too had told her all of those things once upon a time, but I decided against it. Having her angry with me wouldn’t help anyone.
“He told me he could make me a star,” she continued. “I guess I wanted to believe it so much that I ignored the rest.”
“The rest?”
“Trevor’s friends.”
Uh oh, I thought, but said nothing.
“Trevor was, oh how do you put it...” she stumbled for the best way to say it. “Connected,” she finally said. “That’s it. He told me that he was connected and had friends in high places that would help my singing career.”
“Connected? As in ‘part of the Mob’ connected?”
She nodded. “I didn’t know that’s what connected meant at the time though.”
“How could you grow up in this town and not know that’s what it meant?” I regretted the comment the moment I made it, but it was valid. Talia St. Clair had grown up in Chicago, spent most of her life here. She should have known that most of Chicago’s biggest problems these days were mob related.
“I —  I don’t know.” She was bordering on another crying jag so like a good reporter I backed off so she could regain her composure. Part of it made sense, I suppose. Talia had always been wrapped up in her own interests more than what was happening around her. When she sang the world at large disappeared from view. It was great that she could immerse herself so completely in the music, but it also left her a little out of touch with the realities of the world. As much as I love my city, Chicago and organized crime have had a longstanding relationship dating back decades. 
But how could she not know? I wondered. The Mob was one of those dirty little secrets that Chicagoans knew about, but pretended they didn’t. The Mob was like the boogey man or something out of a movie. How could she have grown up in Chicago and still be that naive?
Then again, I knew Talia and I convinced myself that it was possible.
“Why did you put up with him for so long?” I asked, hoping she could shed some light on things. I needed to understand what had happened to her.
“I had my reasons,” was all she said.
“I’m listening.”
“He wasn’t always so bad,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I truly believed I loved him. Maybe I still do. He was sweet and attentive, at least at first. We went to the finest parties, met all these glamorous people, there were always people with cameras wanting to take my photo. It was easy to fall in love with that lifestyle. Then I got pregnant and everything changed.”
“You had a baby?”
“Yes,” Talia said and a light seemed to ignite in her eyes. “Her name is Layla, after my grandmother. She’ll be three in a couple months.”
“Wait,” I said, mentally doing the math. “You and I had dinner a couple years ago when you came back to town. Are you telling me that we went through that entire evening and you never thought to mention you were married or that you had a baby girl?”
“I know. I’m sorry. It’s just that things are so... so...”
“Complicated?” I offered.
“Yes. Complicated.”
“I hate to break it to you, kid, but it’s probably going to get a lot more complicated before it gets better.”
“What do you mean?”
“Do you honestly think he won’t make another attempt on your life? They missed. That doesn’t mean they won’t try again. If they are who you think they are then they’ll be back and they’ll have bigger guns.”
“Oh no.” The tears started flowing again.
“Where is your daughter?”
“She —  she’s with my sister at a hotel,” Talia said. “She’s safe.”
“I doubt it,” I said. “Come on.” I took her by the hand and headed toward the back where Max was waiting. “How’s it look?” I asked, afraid of what she was going to tell me.
“Cops are all over the place out front,” Max said. 
“What about out back?”
“Clear as a bell the last time I checked,” Max said. She was smiling.
“You’re a doll, Max,” I told her. “If anyone asks...”
“I’ve not seen you,” she finished. “Go. I’ve got this covered.”
Talia and Max hugged. “Thank you,” Talia whispered in her friend’s ear.
“Anytime, baby,” Max whispered back.
“I owe you one,” I told Max as she unlocked the service entrance for us.
“You be careful, Stone,” Max told me. 
“I will.”
“Good. I plan to collect on that favor.”
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TALIA had booked a room at the Freemont under her sister’s name. It was a smart move, but not smart enough. If her soon to be ex-husband was even half as intelligent as I assumed a man in his position would be, then it wouldn’t take much for him to track her down. As we took a cab to the hotel, the fastest method of travel at our disposal, I told her that we needed to move them again just to be safe. 
She didn’t put up much of a fuss.
Despite its upscale name, the Freemont hotel was not what you’d consider the lap of luxury. It wasn’t the worst hotel I’d ever found myself visiting, but it’s probably a good place to stay if you’re trying to lay low. Talia had a room key, but she still knocked before unlocking the door. It was a sensible precaution so as not to startle her sister and daughter. The situation itself was stressful enough already.
Margaret St. Clair stood in the center of the room facing the door, a pistol pointed at the door. If I hadn’t believed it was serious before, the sight of Talia’s baby sister pointing a slugtosser at me would have hammered the point home. 
“Who are you?” she asked as soon as she saw me. Although her voice was hard as steel I could tell that she was scared. I couldn’t blame her.
“It’s okay,” Talia explained. “He’s with me. He’s a friend.”
“You’re sure?”
“It’s good to see you again, Mags,” I said politely, calling her by her nickname as I removed my hat. “It’s been a long time.”
“I know you?” she asked, a puzzled look on her face as she searched her memory.
“This is Randy,” Talia said as she went into the bathroom. 
“Randy Stone,” I said and that’s when I noticed the pieces fall into place on Margaret’s face. 
“The reporter?” She blew out a breath and let the gun rest at her side. “Wow. I haven’t seen you since...”
“Let’s just say it’s been awhile,” I said, not wanting to think of how much she’d grown since we last spoke. She wasn’t a kid anymore and it was plain to see that good looks ran in the family. Talia and Margaret could have easily passed for twins if you didn’t know their personal ticks. “You know how to use that thing?” I asked, nodding toward the gun in her hand.
“It’s not really my thing,” she said. “But Tally’s in trouble and I figure even I can’t miss at this close range.”
I returned her smile, especially at the nickname she’d called Talia since she was a little kid and had trouble properly pronouncing her big sister’s name. “I’m just glad you didn’t shoot first then ask questions,” I said.
Mags was about to comment when Talia came out of the bathroom carrying her sleeping daughter in her arms. The girl’s head rested in the crook of her mother’s neck. I was struck speechless by the scene. Talia was a beautiful woman, but I had never seen her glow as much as at that moment.
“Randy, this is Layla.”
“She’s gorgeous,” I said. “So, why was she in the bathroom?”
“I put her in there,” Mags said. 
Talia and I both gave her a puzzled look. 
“When I heard someone at the door,” she clarified, giving us a look like she thought we were stupid. I’d seen a similar look on the faces of many a teenager, especially the hot-rodders who liked to cruise the Old Town Strip by night. Common wisdom told them that anyone over the age of twenty-five was a complete moron. Based on some of the people I’d interviewed over the years there were times I couldn’t dispute that claim.
“Good thinking. I said. 
“What happened?” Mags asked, suddenly having noticed the bandages on her sister’s arm.
Talia opened her mouth to answer, but then decided against it. Mags turned my way for answers. “Well?”
“Some guys came after your sister. We were...” I decided to soft pedal. No sense scaring her more than she already was. “Let’s just say it was close. That’s why we have to move. Go pack your things. We need to get you guys to a safe house.”
“It’s not safe here?”
“Maybe, but best not to take chances,” I said. “They found her at Maxine’s so they may know about this place too.”
“I told you it was a bad idea.”
“This is not the time to have this conversation, Mags,” Talia said, trying to keep her voice at a whisper so as not to wake her daughter’s peaceful slumber. 
“Not now, Mags,” I said. It was painfully obvious that this was not the first time they had discussed this topic. Talia craved the spotlight. Setting up a concert at Maxine’s was not a smart move since she was trying to stay low profile. Whereas Talia wasn’t thinking things out, her sister seemed to be weighing all of their decisions.
Mags wisely decided to pack instead of argue.
Eight minutes later we walked out of the Freemont’s lobby and hailed a cab.
“Where are we gong?” Mags asked.
“The paper keeps a couple of apartments for when one of the reporters needs it to hide a witness or if they have to stay in the city for some reason. I’m taking you to one of them that’s nearby so I know you’re safe while I see if I can find your husband.”
“Why do you want to find him?” Talia asked. There was fear in her face.
“I just want to have a word with him.”
“But —”
“Don’t worry,” I told her. “It’ll be okay.”
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AFTER I got Talia, Mags, and Layla tucked away at one of the Star’s apartments and was convinced that we hadn’t been followed and that they were safe, I headed back to Maxine’s. Sergeant Kolsky was on hand, talking to witnesses while jotting notes in his notebook. I waved and offered a smile. From the look I got back, I don’t think my friend was all that happy to see me.
“How ya doing, Kolsky?” I asked as I approached and offered my hand.
“Where the blazes have you been?” he asked as we shook. “And before you start any of that ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, Kolsky’ nonsense on me, you’d better think twice. I already know you were here.” 
I opened my mouth to speak, but he cut me off.
“And I know about the girl too so you’d better start spilling your guts, Stone. And this better be a good yarn you spin too, pal.”
I pulled Kolsky away from any possible eavesdroppers and laid it all out for him. I told him about Talia, explaining that she was an old friend from the neighborhood that I ran into tonight. I also told him about the car and the man with the gun. I also explained Talia’s situation with her husband and how she believes that he was trying to kill her and that it was extremely possible that he had mob ties. 
The only thing I wouldn’t tell him was where I’d stashed Talia.
Kolsky understood the precaution, even though he didn’t like it, and he told me as much. “You’re playing a dangerous game, Stone,” he said after I’d laid it all out for him. “If this guy’s mobbed up like you think, then this isn’t over. Be careful you don’t step in front of a bullet, pal.”
“You know me, Sarge,” I said and pasted on my most reassuring smile. “When am I not careful?”
Kolsky harumphed and rolled his eyes.
“Okay,” he finally said. “I’ll give you a head start, but that’s the best I can do.”
“I’ll take it. Thanks, Kolsky.”
 
[image: End Chapter graphic for non-series.png]
 
THERE was only a handful of ways to get Talia out from under her scumbag husband’s thumb. Unfortunately, most of them were not at all pleasant. She could run, but that would mean spending the rest of her life looking over her shoulder and making sure that neither she nor her daughter ever slipped and revealed any truths that must remain hidden. The same thing was true if they went to the state police, or better yet the Feds, but it all boiled down to one inexplicable truth. Talia St. Clair would never be able to sing in public again.
Getting her husband out of the picture was a good idea, but wouldn’t be easy. If she were to kill him, then the mob would be honor bound to retaliate on behalf of their fallen brother. Of course, I wouldn’t condone murder and something told me that Talia wouldn’t be able to pull the trigger anyway. Her sister might, but not Talia.
It wasn’t that I didn’t trust the Feds or the local cops, but despite their good intentions, it wasn’t like they had really made all that much headway in taking down the mob. Somehow, I doubt that was going to change overnight.
No, what Talia and her daughter needed was a way to get out from under where her husband would no longer have any reason to come after her. Unfortunately, the only plausible reason I could think of to make that happen was Talia and Layla’s deaths. Even if they faked it, Talia would still be forced to spend the remainder of her life looking over her shoulder. She would never again be able to sing in public, and knowing her as well as I did, that would probably kill her.
All of these scenarios ran through my head as I took the train back to the office.
And I didn’t like any of them.
It was my hope that if I could talk to Trevor Larson that perhaps he could be made to see reason. He was a businessman after all, but he was also a father and that meant he probably wasn’t going to let his daughter go without a fight. And from the look of things, neither would Talia.
Of course, none of that mattered unless I could find the man.
Once back in the office I called in some favors owed to me by some of my colleagues. While they hit their sources, I made a few calls myself. One of the advantages of writing for a large well-respected newspaper like The Chicago Star is that the name opens a lot of doors. People who might not ordinarily talk to reporters have been known to take my call. Having everyone in the city know my name and what I look like has its downsides, but there’s nothing like using my fame, paltry though it may be, to my advantage.
I was on my fourth call when I struck pay dirt.
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AN HOUR after I started my search I was sitting at an outside table on the patio of a small watering hole in a neighborhood known to belong to one of Chicago’s largest families. I know what you’re thinking because I was thinking it too. Walking into this part of town alone to meet a mobster at one thirty in the morning was not my smartest move.
Erring on the side of caution, this time I did check a car out of the Star’s motor pool. I picked the most inconspicuous old jalopy I could find, one that wouldn’t draw more than a curious glance from any onlooker as I circled the block to make sure this wasn’t a set up. After my third pass I decided that the bar was clear. Oh, I had no doubt that everyone inside was a made man or woman, but I was more concerned about snipers going in. Once I was inside I would worry about the folks at the bar.
I felt all of their eyes on me as I sat on the patio alone, nursing the stale beer that a waiter had dropped onto the wrought iron table as soon as I sat down.
“There must be some mistake,” I told him. “I didn’t order this.”
“Compliments of the man you are here to meet,” the waiter said. I couldn’t help but notice the pistol dangling from a shoulder holster beneath his jacket as he leaned forward to deposit the bottle of beer. “Mr. Larson apologizes, but he is running a bit late. He will join you shortly.”
“Of course. Thank you.”
Using the edge of the iron table, I popped the top on the beer. I wouldn’t have touched it if he had brought it to me opened, but this way I could at least pretend to enjoy my drink while waiting patiently. None of us were fooling anyone. They didn’t trust me and I sure as hell didn’t trust them. The only reason I was allowed to make it this far was that I had something Trevor Larson wanted. As long as I had it and he didn’t, I was safe.
I checked my watch, a nervous habit I had whenever anyone kept me waiting. It was a bad habit I had picked up years earlier when I realized that powerful people liked to remind nosy reporters that they still had that power. One way of doing that was making the reporter wait until it made them angry. An angry reporter was not an objective one. I tried not to let these type of mind games get to me, but in this instance it was working, mainly because there were lives at stake.
“You must be the famous Randy Stone,” a man said as he pulled out the chair opposite me and sat down. He was dressed in a suit that cost more than my last month’s rent. His hair had that fresh from the barber look and his perfect teeth formed a predatory smile that did nothing to hide just how dangerous this man was.
“And you must be Trevor Larson,” I said as I stretched out my hand.
Reluctantly, he shook it. First point to me. I had just made him show respect to me, his enemy. Since all eyes in the place were obviously watching us, his authority had just been undermined, albeit only slightly.
Someone once told me that the art of negotiation was a lot like chess. Every move and countermove was designed to lure your opponent into a false sense of security or to let them know your intentions up front with a show of strength. Personally, I find that a load of hogwash. Oh, sure, I bet it works for some, but I’m a simple man and I never really cared for chess. I can play the game, but if given the choice I always choose poker over board games. So when I negotiate, poker is my guide. You play your cards, but you also play the man sitting opposite you. If you ever find yourself sitting across the poker table from me, be advised that I rarely lose.
“I appreciate you agreeing to meet me on such short notice,” I said as I pulled out my small reporter’s notebook and a freshly sharpened pencil. My plan was to treat this like any other interview. It was the only way I could stay in control of the conversation.
“Your call intrigued me,” Larson said. He wanted me to know that he had answered my summons out of simple curiosity more than any other reason. This was how he planned to regain the upper hand.
“I’m glad,” I said.
The same waiter carefully placed a tumbler of bourbon on the rocks in front of Larson. He waited until the waiter walked away before taking a sip. He raised his eyebrows as the glass touched his lips so I guess it was to his liking. I imagine a guy like him drinks the good stuff, no doubt from the top shelf only.
“So, you’re the famous newspaper reporter, Randy Stone,” he said after a few minutes of awkward silence. “I’ve read your column.”
“Thank you. Always nice to meet a fan.”
“I never said I was a fan.” He smiled and offered a halfhearted chuckle.
“That’s too bad, although I’ll have to take your word about the famous part. Maybe you could let my editor know, huh? I could certainly use the raise.”
“Especially now that you have additional dependants in your care, eh?” he asked before taking another sip of his drink.
“I’m not sure I take your meaning, Mr. Larson,” I said, feigning ignorance. He was trying to bait me, but I wasn’t going to fall for it. I was leading this little conversation, not him.
“Oh come now, Mr. Stone, surely there’s no need for such subterfuge.” He leaned back in the iron chair and casually rested his right hand on the table. He looked relaxed. “You and I both know that you’ve been seeing my wife. I’ve heard her talk about you. She says your name with such reverence. I have to tell you that it used to make me jealous.”
“I assure you, there’s no reason for jealousy, Mr. Larson,” I said calmly. “Your wife and I are friends. We dated for a short time, but that was long before she met you.”
“Is that so?”
“It is,” I said plainly. I wanted there to be no room for misinterpre-tation.
“I don’t believe you,” he said, also plainly.
“That’s really not my problem,” I said.
Larson leaned forward and put his elbows on the table. “Are you sure about that?” he asked with a smile. It was clearly meant to be a threatening posture.
“Pretty sure,” I said.
“You’re either very brave or very stupid, Mr. Stone.”
“I’ve been called both.”
“I take it you’ve done your homework on me. You do know who my business partners are, correct?”
“Research,” I said.
“Beg pardon?”
“Research. We reporters call it research. Not homework.”
“Noted.”
“And you’re right,” I said. “I did do my research on you and your partners.”
Larson’s predatory grin returned. “And knowing all of that you still opted to get between me and my property? Ballsy.”
“Not really. Do you honestly think I could do what I do for as long as I have and not run up against guys like you? Do you honestly think you’re the first mobster I’ve stared down —” and I cocked my head toward his companions in the bar who were trying to pretend not to eavesdrop to make my point “— while surrounded by gangsters with guns?”
“What is it you want, Mr. Stone?”
“I want you to leave Talia St. Clair alone.”
Larson chuckled and leaned back in his seat.
“And what makes you think I’d do that?”
“Because even a man in your line of work would not want his daughter to grow up without a mother.”
I watched as the muscles in his jaw twitched. I’d obviously struck a nerve. Literally. Now it was my turn to lean forward and balance my elbows on the table.
“And no matter how well you think you bury the truth, these things always have a way of coming to the surface. Do you really want to have that conversation with your daughter, Trevor? Will you be able to look her in the eye and tell her that you had her mother killed?”
His jaw flinched again and his angry eyes stared daggers at me. I’d driven my point home. With a sledgehammer. At this point he could either see reason or pull out a gun and put a bullet between my eyes. Personally, I was hoping for the former as opposed to the latter.
After a moment that felt longer than it actually was, we stared across the table at one another, neither of us moving so much as a muscle as he seemed to be thinking it over. The last thing I wanted to do was interrupt his decision making process, but the uncomfortable silence began to wear on me.
“What do you propose, Mr. Stone?” he said finally and spread his hands out in front to let me know it was my move. “Since you called this little pow wow I assume you have a suggestion.”
“Nothing elaborate. I’d like to sit down with you and Talia in a neutral location and see if we can work out some type of arrangement.”
Larson leaned forward. “Work something out? Are you serious with this?”
“Yes,” I said.
“And what makes you think I have any intention of...” He made air quotes with his fingers as he said, “work something out?”
“Because you love your daughter,” I said, playing my hold card.
Trevor Larson chewed on his inner lip for a beat. “Okay,” he said. “We’ll try this your way. I’ll talk with her. We’ll see if we can work something out.”
“Fine,” I said plainly even though my insides were turning flips. “We’ll meet in... Let’s say,” I looked at my watch. “One hour at Maxine’s over on...”
“I know where it is,” Larson interrupted. “I’ll be there. You just make sure my wife and daughter are there as well.”
“They will be.”
Trevor Larson stood, buttoned his jacket and walked off without another word, his cue to me that the meeting had reached its conclusion. I sat there a moment longer and watched as the eavesdroppers inside the bar kept up their attempts to mingle. I guess they had expected me to simply get up and follow Larson out through the bar. Because I was the only link to his wife, I probably would have been safe, but I preferred to err on the side of common sense.
I stood then hopped over the two-foot tall iron fence that surrounded the patio. It was purely decorative instead of being there to keep people out. Or in. I was already to the car I’d checked out before they had scrambled out on the patio to look for me. I hopped behind the wheel, fired up the engine and took off down the road away from the bar.
I flashed my lights at the second alley I approached and another car almost identical to the one I was driving pulled out onto the street behind me. A couple of alleys later and a third car joined our little convoy. By the time we were a mile away there were four very ugly Chicago Star staff cars driving along.
At a prearranged spot we each went our separate ways.
If Trevor Larson’s boys were trying to follow us back to where I’d stashed Talia and the baby then we would keep them busy spinning their wheels. If all had gone as planned, and I had no reason to believe otherwise, then Talia, Mags, and Layla were already safe and secure backstage at Maxine’s place.
The only person Larson’s boys were chasing tonight — Was me.
And I had a full tank of gas.
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AFTER driving around in circles for forty-five minutes, my doppelgangers each headed back to the Chicago Star’s parking garage via the most serpentine scenic routes available. Once back at the Star’s garage they would secure the cars and hightail it back inside the safety of the paper’s building until this was over.
Me, on the other hand, well, I fully intended to keep my meeting.
Just as I had done for my earlier meeting with Trevor Larson, I circled the block a couple of times to make sure the mobster hadn’t set up a surprise for me. When I was convinced that it was all clear I parked my borrowed ride around the corner so I could make my way to the alley leading to Maxine’s rear entrance on foot. As expected, the alley was empty. As per our earlier agreement, I knew that Max would have one of her boys watching from an upper story window.
Knocking three times gained me entry through the alley door, the same way Talia and I had sneaked out earlier. Max was waiting for me inside.
“Everything on schedule?” I asked.
“Just like you planned it,” Maxine said with a smile. She was clearly enjoying the intrigue of the situation. I wanted to remind her that this was dangerous, but Max was Chicago born and bred. She knew the score.
“Okay,” I said. “Let’s get this done, then.”
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UNLIKE our previous meeting, Trevor Larson was right on time for this one. He stepped through the main entrance to Maxine’s like he didn’t have a care in the world, but I knew it was mostly an act. Talia obviously knew enough about his life to cause him problems should law enforcement come after him. While married, no judge or lawyer could make her testify against her husband. However, if they were to separate, well that would be open season. Larson and his cohorts had a long list of detractors out there who were looking for any little leeway to use against the mob. The line formed behind the Chicago PD and extended back through various federal agencies and ended with the IRS. Were I a betting man, which I’m not, I’d put even money on it being the Internal Revenue Service that finally takes them down. History has proven that although Uncle Sam disapproves of organized crime and will try to shut you down, there are ways to get around it. You just have to be smart and not get caught. No matter how smart you are though, the one thing you absolutely will not ever get away with is skipping out on paying your taxes. When it comes to the IRS, even crime must pay.
Maxine met Trevor at the door, as she so often did with guests to her establishment, especially those VIPs like music producer Trevor Larson. I watched from back stage as they exchanged a few banal pleasantries before Max ushered them upstairs to the balcony that was now closed off. It was the perfect place for he and I to have a little chat. It was private enough for a one on one conversation, but public enough to keep things civil.
I waited until Larson and his associate, a man I recognized from the bar earlier, were seated and enjoying their first cocktail, which Max told them had been put on my tab. I knew Larson had people in the crowd downstairs, but that was to be expected. Besides, I had my own people there as well and it was a good bet they blended in better than Larson’s thugs ever could.
I waited and watched as the next act went on stage. It was a local jazz band. They did not have a lead singer. Instead they played instrumental jazz most of the time. When they did need someone to sing, one of the guys would step up to the mike. I’d heard each of them sing before. They were all quite talented.
Or they would bring in a guest singer as they had done a few hours earlier with Talia St. Clair.
When I was finally convinced that neither Larson nor his boys were going to cause a scene, I made my move. I told Talia and Mags to stay put in the dressing room and made my way around the back side of the stage to the stairs that led to the upper balcony unseen from a side stage door. The secret entrance was the main reason I had asked Max if we could use this area. VIPs could slip in and out without drawing attention away from the acts on stage or drawing unwanted attention their way from reporters like myself. That Max was a smart cookie. She knew how to run a business under Chicago rules.
“You must be the infamous Trevor Larson,” I said, parroting his earlier words as I pulled out the chair opposite the music mogul and sat down without waiting for an invitation to join him. I wanted him to know that he wasn’t the only one with a flair for the dramatic.
“I was beginning to think you weren’t going to show, Mr. Stone,” Larson said without looking my way. He was watching the jazz band playing on the stage below with interest.
“Wouldn’t miss it for the world, Mr. Larson.”
“So,” he said, still not looking at me. “I believe you mentioned a solution to my... our... problem.”
“What I said was I wanted to help you find a way to work something out.”
Trevor Larson finally turned to look at me. There was no humor in his face this time. I could finally see the man that terrified Talia St. Clair and he was sitting across the table from me.
“I am in no mood for games. You will either deliver my wife and daughter to me now or...”
“Or what?”
“Or there will be repercussions to sticking your nose into my business, Mr. Stone.”
“You’ll find that I don’t respond very well to threats,” I told him. “Now you can sit there and listen to what I have to say or you can keep running your mouth. Now, personally, I’m willing to pretend you didn’t just threaten me and we can move on. What do you say?”
I watched as the muscles in his jaw twitched.
“Fine,” he said. “Speak your piece.”
“I want you to leave Talia and her daughter alone.”
He snorted a laugh. “Is that it?”
“I’m not joking, Larson,” I said with the best icy tone I could manage.
“Nor am I,” he said. His hand reached into his jacket breast and came back out holding a pistol that was pointed directly at me. I remembered the shoulder holster, but had hoped he wouldn’t resort to pulling a weapon on me.
Leaning forward, I held up a finger to get him to hold that thought. “You see that guy down there?” I asked, pointing the same finger toward two men sitting at a high table. Both were dressed in nice suits and neither seemed all that interested in watching the show.
“Which one?”
“The one on the left.”
“A friend of yours?”
“Not exactly. His name is Prescott,” I said. “Agent Prescott. He’s with the FBI.”
“You called in the Feds?” Larson said, his face bursting into crimson rage.
I leaned back in my chair and tried to look as comfortable as possible. “Do you honestly think that the Federal Bureau of Investigations doesn’t keep tabs on guys like you and your associates?”
“What is he doing here, Stone?”
“My guess,” I said. “And that’s all it is, of course, is that they’re here investigating the shooting that happened a couple hours earlier. That man he’s sitting with is Chicago P.D. Name’s Kolsky. He’s heading up the investigation into the shooting.”
“What shooting?”
“Oh, you mean you hadn’t heard?” I said. “Now that is a surprise.”
“How so?”
“Well,” I said, coughing before continuing. “I would have assumed they would have reported back to you that they had missed their target.”
“You’re beginning to bore me,” Larson said. “What makes you think I had anything to do with this shooting?”
“Because they were shooting at Talia St. Clair.”
The blood drained from his face and I suddenly realized that he really didn’t know about the attempt on Talia’s life.
“They were what?” he asked.
I turned in my chair and pointed in the general direction of the street. “It happened right out there,” I said. “Someone took several potshots at her.”
He blew out a breath. “You’re lying.”
“Trust me. I’m not,” I told him. “I was there, Trevor. We were walking down the sidewalk when they came up behind us. If I hadn’t seen them coming Talia would probably be in a freezer at the morgue by now. Hell, I’d probably be on the next table over.”
“And you think I had something to do with this?”
“Didn’t you? Come on, Trevor. With everything that’s going on are you seriously going to sit there and tell me you had nothing to do with it?”
“That’s exactly what I’m telling you. It wasn’t me.”
“Then who?” I demanded. “Who else would want Talia dead?”
He was about to speak when the music started.
We both turned toward the stage and looked down. I couldn’t believe my eyes. Talia St. Clair had taken the stage. The spotlight on her golden blonde mane made her look as though she were glowing, an effect that was amplified by the sparkling sequins stitched into the slinky dress she wore.
I had told her to stay in the dressing room where it was safe. As usual, she hadn’t listened to anything other than the allure of the spotlight. One day, that single-minded focus was going to get her into trouble. She was a vision on the stage below and for the briefest of seconds, I almost forgot why I was there.
Almost.
As Talia started crooning below I snapped out of the trance her beauty had held me in. I grabbed Larson by the arm to get his attention. Like everyone else in the room, he had been focused on the beautiful woman below. I seized on the moment and snatched the pistol from his hand with little effort.
That got his attention and he turned back toward me. He was already on the move, getting to his feet to come at me, but now I had the upper hand. I pointed the pistol at him.
“Sit. Down.”
He smartly did as instructed.
“I underestimated you, Stone.”
“There seems to be a lot of that going around.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means we both underestimated her,” I said.
“Her who?”
“Me,” a familiar voice said from the darkness at the back of the balcony level. I wasn’t exactly sure how I had missed it until now, but as I worked it out afterward, all the clues were there. But I’m getting ahead of myself.
“Hello, Talia,” I said without looking her direction. I still had the gun pointed at her husband, who was clearly more surprised than I was that she could be in two places at the same time.
“But, if you’re here...” he started.
“Then who’s down there?” Talia finished as she stepped out of the shadows. Like me, she was holding a pistol pointed in Larson’s and my general direction. I recognized it as the gun Mags had pointed at me earlier.
“Mags has a beautiful voice,” I said. “I knew you two resembled each other, but I had no idea you could both sing like angels.”
“It’s a family trait,” Talia said with pride.
“Your parents must be very proud,” I said, sarcasm dripping off every word.
“I’ll take that gun now, Randy.”
I flipped the gun around and held it out butt first toward her.
“Just toss it over there,” she said, indicating a padded seat nearby instead of stepping close enough to grab it. Smart girl. I did as instructed and tossed the pistol onto the cushion.
“Why?” I asked her.
“You know why.”
“I know what you told me,” I said. “It seems I underestimated your ability to lie. Knowing that I really can’t say I believe anything you’ve ever told me.”
“You know that I loved you,” she said.
“I thought so, but now I’m not so sure.”
“I hate to break this up,” Larson said, clearly confused. “What are you doing, Talia? This isn’t like you.”
“Isn’t it?” she asked, trying not to laugh. “How would you know, Trevor? Do you really know anything about me?”
“Honey, I...”
“No! You don’t get to ‘honey’ me anymore. This is all your fault, you know. Before I met you I never would have even thought about doing something like this. You made me like this,” Talia said.
“So what’s the plan, Talia?” I asked.
“Plan?”
“Yes, Trevor,” I answered. “If all she wanted was you dead she could have drugged you or strangled you in your sleep, but she didn’t. She came all the way back here to Chicago. She engineered a situation where she knew she would run into me. Talia has known how to play me like a fiddle for years. She knew it wouldn’t take much to get me to help her, to confront you. All it took was a man with a gun and a car.”
“What?” Larson shouted.
“She hired the guys that shot at us,” I explained Larson. “That’s why they missed.”
“I should’ve known better than to try and pull one over on the great Randy Stone,” she said. “You’re too smart for your own good sometimes.”
“It was a good plan too. I probably wouldn’t have figured it out, but you made one mistake.”
“Oh? And what’s that?”
“Her.” I stood and pointed toward the stage below where Mags St. Clair was doing an excellent impression of her sister. They looked alike, sounded alike, even moved alike. The resemblance was uncanny.
“My sister?”
“Don’t you mean your alibi?”
She cocked her head to the left and pursed her lips in a ‘you got me’ gesture. “Like I said, you’re just too smart.”
“Put the gun down,” Trevor Larson said. He stood and took a step toward Talia, but his wife raised the gun to point it directly at him.
“The days of you telling me what to do are over, Trevor. I don’t take orders from you.”
“I’m sure we can talk this out,” Trevor offered.
“No. We can’t.”
“She’s right,” I added. “Us talking spoils her plan.”
“What plan?” Larson asked.
“It’s simple,” I explained. “She shoots you with that gun.” I pointed to the pistol clutched firmly in the singer’s delicate hand. “Then, while we check to see if you’re dead or alive, she pulls your gun out and shoots me. That would wrap things up nicely for the police and the Feds.” I pointed toward the stage. “And since Talia St. Clair has a rock solid alibi for the time of the murder, what with a hundred or so eyes watching her perform live on stage, she gets to walk away scott free... With your money.”
“You stupid —” Larson started forward, but I held him back.
“It was a good plan,” I said, trying to keep the mobster from doing something stupid, like getting himself shot.
“It still is a good plan,” Talia said. “All I have to do is sneak down the side exit and hide out in my dressing room until the encore. And I owe it all to you, Randy. I couldn’t have done it without you.”
“There’s just one flaw in your plan,” I said. “There are cops everywhere.”
“You mean your friends down there you dressed up as Feds? Nice try.”
The look on his face told me that Larson felt quite the fool for not only being tricked by me, but also by his wife. I could sympathize. She had played me as well.
“Actually, I was talking about the one covering the stairs,” I told her. “Did you honestly think I was going to confront a mob guy without some back up?”
“You’re lying!”
“Drop the piece, lady,” Sergeant Kolsky said from the stairwell entrance. The man I had pointed to at the table was also one of Max’s regulars playing a part. “You’re under arrest.”
“Talia, I may be many things, but stupid isn’t one of them,” I said. “It’s over.”
“No!” She lifted the gun a little higher and aimed it toward her husband and pulled the trigger.
I was moving on instinct, much as I’d done on the sidewalk earlier. I slammed into Trevor Larson and we crashed to the floor, knocking over chairs and tables as we fell.
By the time I got back to my feet, Kolsky had Talia in handcuffs and was telling her to keep her mouth shut until they got to police headquarters. Talia was crying. Once that would have been enough to make me rush to her side to comfort her, but not this time. Somehow, she no longer seemed quite as beautiful as I had once thought.
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THE rest of the night went fairly quickly.
Kolsky arrested Mags St. Clair as well, since she had perpetrated the ruse that would have provided her sister with a rock solid alibi. It was a sad day, especially for Layla Larson, who had lost both her mother and aunt. I understood Talia’s frustration. She told the police that she was trapped in a violent marriage and that this had been her only way out.
They didn’t believe her.
I’m not so sure I do either.
The police turned Layla over to the care of her father. I was less than thrilled by that, but there was very little I could do about it.. Trevor Larson would be returning to Los Angeles in a day or so and I hoped never to see him again, although I did plan to have a few of my reporter buddies in Los Angeles check in on her every now and again.
What had started as just another night at Maxine’s had turned into a roller coaster ride. Even as I wrote up the story, it seemed almost unreal that running into an old flame could end with me staring down the barrel of a gun. Then again, that’s one of the reasons I love working the night beat.
You never know what’s going to happen.
“Copyboy!”
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