
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Praise for

	Bad Samaritan

	 

	“Nick Forte is a throwback to the classic tough guy, politically incorrect PI who takes care of business. He’s the kind of guy you’d want working for you, if you were in a tough spot. And Dana King is a master at creating a low-down, dirty world where everyone needs a someone like Forte on his side.” 

	—Charles Salzberg, author of the

	Henry Swann mysteries

	 

	“Tough, taut, unsentimental, and as hard-boiled as a dinosaur egg; Dana King delivers a private-eye procedural that would make Joe Gores proud.” 

	—David Housewright, Edgar Award-winning author

	 

	“Dana King’s Nick Forte is a two-fisted, no-nonsense PI in the tradition of Amos Walker and Mike Hammer, who is aware of his strengths and willing to confront his weaknesses. Don’t pick up Bad Samaritan if you can’t take a punch.”

	—J.L. Abramo, Shamus Award-winning author

	 

	“Dana King is such a terrific writer that if he wrote soup label copy, I’d have a cupboard full of tomato, mushroom and chicken noodle soup…and never open a can. The good news is that he has a new book out titled Bad Samaritan and once again, King doesn’t disappoint. His bad-ass detective, Nick Forte, is after nasty guys who abuse and exploit women and since these jerks operate in Chicago, they’re in a world of hurt as Nick also lives in Chicago and doesn’t suffer creeps gladly. Full-bore action coming at you on every page. Glom onto this one—you’ll thank me if you do.” 

	—Les Edgerton, author of Just Like That,

	The Genuine, Imitation, Plastic Kidnapping
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 “Things worthwhile generally don’t just happen. Luck is a fact, but should not be a factor. Good luck is what is left over after intelligence and effort have combined at their best. Negligence or indifference are usually reviewed from an unlucky seat. The law of cause and effect and causality both work the same with inexorable exactitudes.

	Luck is the residue of design.”

	—Branch Rickey

	 

	 

	 

	“God gave men both a penis and a brain,

	but unfortunately not enough blood supply

	to run both at the same time.”

	—Robin Williams

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	Prologue

	 

	 

	Trouble is the residue of my design.

	I could have left him alone. Should have, depending on who you ask. A long day ended on Rush Street, so I stopped for a beer and the beginning of the Sox game. Saw him slap the woman. Locked and loaded for the second when I slid my elbow under his armpit and grabbed a wrist. Pulled until the shoulder separated.

	It took time for him to collect himself. “What the hell did you do that for?”

	Already back on my bar stool. “You know why.”

	Hard to sound threatening with tears in his eyes, arm pinned to his torso. “You have no idea who I am.”

	It occurred to me he didn’t know who I was, either. I gave him my card.
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	The water tower distinguished this cul-de-sac from the others in Downers Grove. It loomed over the brick ranch-style houses like a remnant of a long past World’s Fair: the Countersunk Screw Exhibit. A yellow hydrant at the edge of the driveway was cheery in the morning sun, a seed with hopes of growing into a mighty tower itself one day.

	I parked in the driveway of the smallest house on the circle. Cool under the overhang that shaded the front stoop from what was shaping up to be a hot day. The neighborhood was quiet as a sleeping baby. I pushed the button and a standard two-tone chime sounded.

	The door opened to show a woman of average height in her middle thirties. Dark hair cut in an unfashionable bob framed a round face with high cheeks and chocolate eyes. She held the door open and looked at me, her attention somewhere behind her.

	“Rebecca Tuttle?” I said.

	“You must be Nick Forte.” I agreed, I must be. “Call me Becky. Come on in. Thanks for coming by. I’ve got one home sick from school and this one doesn’t want to share the house.” She pointed to a child no more than eighteen months old standing in a plastic corral built into the corner of the family room. “Can you keep an eye on him for a minute? I think Sammie just sicked up on her bed. His name’s Alex, but he likes A.J. better.” She was gone before the door latch caught. The trusting sort.

	A.J. gave me a look I’d seen before. I’m bigger than most, and a stranger. Whatever uneasiness that created fought with whatever quality I have that makes kids like me, the younger the better. He teetered on the edge of un-certainty for a few seconds before he extended his arms for me to pick him up.

	“Sorry, big guy. I think you’re right where you’re sup-posed to be. I can level the field, though.” He stared at the sound my knees made when I squatted. I picked up a plush tiger that looked like Hobbes from the corral. Handed it to A.J. He threw it in my face with surprising velocity.

	“You want to play rough, do you?” I sat Indian style where I could reach him and extended an index finger. Swirled it in a tight circle until I had his attention. Took my time moving it toward him. Waited for his eyes to cross before I touched the tip of his nose and pulled away before he could grab me. I knew he’d laugh. This was the only way Diane and I had been able to change Caroline’s diapers for quite a while. I distracted the baby with the Hypnotic Finger of Hygiene while Diane did the dirty work. Caroline never tired of it. Rare was the kid who didn’t engage.

	Five minutes of sophisticated merriment passed before his mother reappeared, drying her hands on the tail of a Blackhawks jersey two sizes too large. I stood and A.J. slammed his hands on the top rail. “No!”

	I jerked my head his direction. “First word I’ve heard out of him.”

	“Count your blessings. Once he starts he’ll go for an hour. It’s cute until you remember how limited his vocabu-lary is. Can I get you something to drink? Coffee? Pop?” I said I was fine. “Toss Hobbes back to him and turn away. He’ll calm right down.” He did, too. Impressive.

	We sat on opposite ends of a couch that showed evi-dence of children’s love. “What can I do for you, Mrs. Tuttle?”

	“Please. It’s Becky. Mrs. Tuttle sounds like the nosy neighbor in a sitcom.” She fussed on her cushion as if her position had to be just so for what she had to say. “Have you ever heard of Desiree d’Arnaud?

	“Should I have?”

	“Not really, I don’t suppose. She’s an author, but I doubt you’d read much of the kind of stuff she writes.”

	“What does she write?”

	Becky said, “Mostly paranormal romantic urban fantasy,” like it had a shelf in every bookstore between science fiction and young adult. “Kind of borderline erotica, too.” Maybe not so close to young adult. “Modern-day bodice rippers, except that a lot of the bodices get ripped by vampires.”

	Okayyyyyy. “Sorry. My taste runs more along the lines of Elmore Leonard and Charlie Stella.”

	“Don’t feel bad. Ninety-five percent of my readers are women. The other five are men looking for a way into those women’s pants.”

	“Whoa. Back up a minute. You’re Desiree d’Arnaud?”

	“Right.”

	“Is that a pen name, or is this—” I opened my arms to include the room, “—your cover?”

	“Desiree is my nom de plume.” She exaggerated the French accent. “I’m just plain old Becky.”

	“What can I do for you, plain old Becky?” I enjoy small talk as much as shoveling icy walks in sleet storms. She was the potential client. Up to her if she wanted to hide her nervousness by playing goofy. Her manner was child-like enough to be endearing, any erotic paranormal roman-tic urban fantasy bodice-ripping tendencies aside. 

	“First I want to make sure you understand the honor you’ve received. There are only four other people in the world who are supposed to know what I just told you.”

	“What? That you’re Desiree d’Arnaud?”

	She held up fingers as she counted off. “My husband knows. My sister, my brother, and my agent. My editor doesn’t. My mother doesn’t even know.”

	“Why all the secrecy?”

	“This.” Her turn to gesture around the room. “This is my life. This messy house, with these kids, and my hus-band. I’m a soccer mom. Desiree is someone I like to be from time to time, but she’s not who runs this life. Or even interferes with it.”

	“No one ever recognized you on a book jacket? On a promotional tour?”

	She got off the couch to take a book from the shelf. Handed it to me back cover up. A smoking hot woman wearing a garment that might have been a bodice and an expression that implied said bodice was primed for the rip-ping looked at me with eyes that belonged in no bedroom I’d ever been in. I looked from the cover to Becky and back again. “That’s not you. No offense.”

	“None taken. That’s Kelsey Whitson, a professional actress, with lots of makeup, a wig, and fake boobs. She does other work, too, but when Desiree is seen in public, it’s Kelsey.”

	“And she doesn’t know who you are?”

	“A couple of times a year we get together for a weekend to talk about the books and what kinds of answers she can give to questions. We’re friendly—friends, even, in our way—but she doesn’t know my actual name. Or where I live. Anything real about me. She’s the persona.”

	“Remington Steele.”

	Becky brightened. “You heard of him? I was just a kid, but I loved that show. That’s exactly what we’re going for.”

	“How’s it working out?”

	Hesitation. “We…thought it was going really well until… some things happened.”

	I gave her every chance to continue. The spring had run dry. “What things?”

	“I’ve been getting letters. Addressed to Desiree, in care of me at this address.”

	“Letters, plural?”

	“Four so far. From the same person. They have down-town Chicago postmarks.”

	“You’re sure they’re from the same person.”

	She nodded. “The handwriting is the same. The…voice is the same.”

	“Do you have them?”

	She took four letter-sized envelopes from the book she’d shown me a minute ago. I pulled away before she could hand them to me. “Have the police seen these?”

	“I took them in after the second one. Showed them to a detective named Delauter. He said they looked like fan mail and that no laws were being broken.”

	I took care to handle only the edges. The contents were the kinds of things people would discuss on FX but only HBO could show. No threats. No violence. Descriptions of how much he enjoyed—definitely a man’s phrasing—the way she portrayed certain acts. How they excited him. By the third letter I noticed what must have scared her: all the addresses referred to Desiree d’Arnaud, care of Becky Tuttle. The salutations read, “Dear Becky.”

	“I’m guessing what he says here came pretty much straight out of your books?” I knew from her expression that hadn’t come out right. “I just mean to say I have the feeling he’s read at least one of your books. Am I right?”

	“He’s read at least parts of all of them.”

	I checked the postmarks and did some math. “They’re mailed from downtown, and always on a Monday. He either works in the Loop, or something takes him there on Mondays. Makes sense if he writes them over the week-end.” I perused the envelopes as if I might see something important. “You want me to find this guy?”

	“Can you?” Said it like she was afraid to ask. 

	“Let’s say I do. Then what?”

	“Get him to stop.”

	“I have an idea asking for a cease and desist order isn’t what you have in mind.”

	Becky shook her head quickly, almost a vibration. “I’d have to go to court. Coming out like that would ruin my career.”

	“You sure? A little scandal, secret identities, some sala-cious letters? Could be just the kind of publicity a writer of…” I thought hard. “Paranormal urban vampire erotica couldn’t buy if she wanted to.”

	“You don’t get it. Look at me.” She swept her hands down along her sides. Attractive in a cute way, with her rosy cheeks and round chin. Probably a little heavier than she’d like, or used to be. A little sister grown up. “This is not the persona that sells these kinds of books. I couldn’t present myself as Desiree if I wanted to, and I don’t want to. I’m Becky, and Becky is all I ever wanted to be. The books are fun to write, and I’ll admit my husband and I have fun with what’s in them sometimes. I’m hoping to put Sammie and A.J. through school with the royalties. But only Desiree can do that. Becky can’t.” Came up for air, indecision and what might be fear on her face. “He knows where I live. He knows where my kids live.”

	“What do you want me to do?”

	She didn’t have to say for me to know she had no idea. “Get him to stop. I don’t know how. I asked about you. You…have a reputation for handling things with dis-cretion.”

	That was one way to put it. Some would say I had a reputation for killing people. “Where did you hear that?”

	“I went to school with Michelle Finnegan.”

	“Who’s Michelle Finnegan?”

	“You did some work for her mother-in-law a few years ago.” She must have seen that didn’t help me. “Michelle’s married name was Mitchell.”

	I sat back as deflated as if she’d butt-ended me with a hockey stick. I’d worked a cold case for Michelle Finnegan Mitchell’s mother-in-law that achieved justice: The men who’d killed her grandson were dead. What I uncovered tore apart what was left of Michelle’s family. Yeah, I was discreet as hell.

	“Michelle told me how you kept things quiet so they could live as normal a life as could be expected. You know, after.”

	“Did she mention that among the reasons we were able to keep things so quiet was because those responsible were dead?”

	Becky might as well have had a glass forehead for all the better it concealed her thoughts. “I don’t want you to kill anyone. Or even hurt them. I just thought someone with your reputation for handling…bad things…if you talked to him…”

	“I might scare him off.” I was sorry as soon as I said it.

	“No no no no no. Not like that.” She looked at her hands cradled in her lap. “I don’t know what to do. I thought you might. My husband…” She paused. Consid-ered options. ”He doesn’t know how to act, he’s so mad and frustrated.”

	“About your husband. I half expected to see him here today. Any reason he’s not?”

	Becky looked down. Might have blushed. “He doesn’t know. After the third letter he got so I never told him about the fourth. Or that I called you. He says he wants to find this guy and take care of it himself. I don’t know how. I don’t think he does. Beat him up, or something. But he has no idea how to find him, and he’s not a violent man. I’m half sorry I ever said anything to him in the first place. He feels impotent. That’s the word he used: im-potent.”

	At least she didn’t think I was impotent. “Can I have the letters? I doubt they’ll tell us anything, but you never know.” She nodded and nothing else stood between me and the worst part of such a visit. “I hate to mention this, but you need to come up with an idea of how much you’re willing to spend. You don’t have to decide right now, but think about it.” I told her my rates and the kinds of expenses likely to accrue. “Don’t let yourself in for too open-ended a commitment. You should have a number in mind. Spend that and it’s time to cut your losses.”

	Becky fussed with her hands a few seconds. Made the first solid eye contact since she told me why she’d called me. “It has to stop.”
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	Downers Grove Detective Kurt B. Delauter was one of those cops who tried to pass as a nice guy. Big smile, firm and enthusiastic handshake, profound interest in why I was there, all phony as a whore’s orgasm. Loved his middle initial. Displayed it on his desk’s name plate, the security badge hung around his neck, and the business card he handed me before I had a chance to sit down. A lesser man would have asked what it stood for. I believe a person who wants anything that transparently doesn’t deserve it.

	“Sure, Becky Tuttle came to me. Couple weeks ago. Brought me some letters. She show them to you?” 

	I laid a Ziploc bag holding the letters on his desk. He asked if I’d read them. “Browsed.”

	“See anything actionable?” He went on before I could answer. “Even she admits everything in there came right out of some books this other woman wrote. What’s her name? d’Arnaud?”

	“You don’t think they’re a little risqué to send to a woman anonymously?”

	“You ever see the nasty shit kids text to each other? This is no big deal.”

	“Easily identifiable text messages between consenting adolescents is one thing. These are sexually explicit letters from an unknown source. You don’t think there’s an im-plied threat there?”

	Delauter gave me the condescending look he must have shown Becky. “I guess I can see where someone of a certain personality might. For all we know, her husband could be sending them to spice up their sex life.”

	“I just left her. It’s a safe bet these are not spicing up their sex life.”

	“No argument. I didn’t talk to her in that kind of detail.” He brandished the business card I’d given him. “You’re a PI that does field work. Were you a cop, or military?”

	“Both. My military service wasn’t in law enforcement.”

	“So, a cop. Look at those letters again, as a cop. Show me anything that’s actionable. There’s no, ‘I’m watching you,’ or, ‘I know what you like.’ No threats of any kind. What am I supposed to do?”

	The shock of sitting in a room with a man who didn’t see anything wrong here delayed my response. Delauter didn’t wait. “I know what you’re thinking. Even if I did take a liberal definition of one of those violence against women statutes, I don’t have jurisdiction. We have no idea where those letters are written.”

	“So if someone reports a dead body in McCollum Park you don’t investigate unless they can prove he was killed there? That’s bullshit and you know it.”

	Delauter didn’t like my appraisal of his skyscraper in the swamp. “If there’s a criminal threat—not that I agree, just saying for the sake of argument—the crime—if there is one—occurs when the letters are mailed.” He raised a hand to block my interruption. “It’s no crime to write anything you want. Sending it’s the crime. He mailed the letters in Chicago. That’s where the crime took place. Chicago.”

	His train of thought didn’t just insult my intelligence. It hurt my feelings. “Really? That’s the argument you want to make?”

	“That’s the argument you’re making. I don’t think there’s a crime at all. You’re going to come back with how there’s no threat until it’s delivered. Well, it’s delivered to her mail box by the Postal Service.”

	“So the mailman’s an accomplice.”

	Delauter made a great show of forbearance. “Using the mail makes it federal. She needs to talk to the Postals. Or the FBI. Hell, Homeland Security, it’ll make her feel better. There’s two big-ass federal buildings downtown. They’ll all be there.” He pushed the bag of letters toward me. “As far as this office is concerned, no crime has been commit-ted over which we have jurisdiction. Now tell your story walking.”
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	I looked at the place where Tony’s garage used to be as I walked past on my way to work. For almost ten years I parked my car there. Broke balls with Tony coming and going each time. Semi-adopted his assistant, Joey, a good-hearted Baby Huey lookalike with an IQ less than his height in inches. Tony cashed out six months ago, sold to a developer who wanted to build…something. Condos, probably, given the location. Girders rose over temporary construction fences, cranes already attached. The old park-ing structure was on its way down before Tony got home from the closing.

	It still struck me odd how busy things seemed when I came into the office with the work day in progress. Not how busy things were—lots of small businesses had more ongoing activity. How busy it seemed, with as many as five or six people getting around each other in a space intended for two, expanded to fit three.

	Sharon Summers and I were Forte Investigations for most of its checkered existence. Sharon greeted the visitors, kept the books, and took care of everything in the cate-gory of “overhead.” I investigated. Over time she got her own license and came to handle most of the computer-based work. Turned down a job as a full-time investigator a year ago. Said most of the people who came to see us would rather be anywhere else—root canal, colonoscopy, used car dealer—than here. She enjoyed putting them at ease.

	No argument from me; that was her gift. She had a soothing quality that made talking to her, even sitting near her while waiting, as stress-reducing as a laughing baby. Looks to take the breath away when we first met. Now small laugh lines showed, her jaw not as taut. Face and figure both a little fuller. No longer a beautiful girl; a beautiful woman. We held positions in each other’s lives friends rarely do and lovers never can.

	Delbert McCall was a former Texas Ranger brought in to help out part-time and became a fixture. Since then we’d promoted Andrew Burke to full-time and had half a dozen cops moonlighting as our needs and their schedules allowed. The busywork of running what had become a successful business now consumed three-quarters of my time. Had Becky come to the office, someone else would have drawn her case. Sammie’s virus and my house’s Bolingbrook proximity to Becky’s in Downers Grove aligned to give me something to investigate. I might have taken her case for that reason alone.

	Sharon had a handful of pink message slips. “Nothing urgent. Dan Hayes called about that extra space.” Dan managed the building. He’d been trying to move us into bigger digs for almost a year. Nothing that came open suited us, and I didn’t want to take the time to look else-where.

	“Did he talk to that jackhole Abercrombie?” Eric Aber-crombie’s office was twice the size of ours. His business had fallen off and Dan wanted to arrange a straight-up swap.

	“Yes, he did. Apparently Mr. Abercrombie wants us to pay his moving expenses.”

	“We already said we would. Christ, we’re on the same floor, not fifty feet apart. All he needs is a hand truck and he wants a hand job.”

	“And to pay less rent for our space than we’re paying now.”

	“Dan and I already agreed to split the difference.”

	“And he wants the suite to be renovated.”

	“Dan promised to paint and change the carpets for both of us. Told me it was cheaper than having to find a new tenant.”

	“Apparently Mr. Abercrombie wants some interior walls moved and improvements made to the plumbing and wiring. ‘Substantial improvements’ was how Dan said he put it.”

	“Such as? And stop calling him ‘mister.’ The little swindler doesn’t deserve that much respect.”

	“He wants an open floor plan, where everyone can see everyone else.”

	“He doesn’t have that now. Besides, have you seen him and his staff? They don’t want to be able to see each other. What else?”

	She looked at her note. “More internet jacks.”

	“Only three people work there.”

	Sharon was still reading. “Plumbing for the coffee maker, a refrigerator with an ice maker and filtered water dis-penser…”

	“No one in the building has any of that.”

	She shrugged. “That’s what he wants. And he reminded Dan he has two option years left on the lease after this one, so he’s not going anywhere.”

	I flipped through the rest of the slips, slapped the sheaf against my thigh. “The extortion will come any day now. He’s made demands Dan can’t accommodate, but Aber-crombie doesn’t want to queer the deal altogether because he can’t afford to stay where he is. It’s only a question of whether he asks Dan for the cash—knowing I’ll make it right—or comes to me directly. I’ll call Dan.” I held up one of the messages. “What’s this from Diane? Is Caroline all right?”

	Sharon stifled her lips. Her eyes gave away the smile. “I should be mad at you for not knowing I’d tell you any-thing about Caroline right away, but this is too good. Diane called to thank you for paying all of the talented and gifted summer program expenses. She said that should have been a fifty-fifty split.”

	“We had a good month.” Any divorced father with a clue knows there are a million little things he misses or can’t help out with. Some are financial—incidental ex-penses lumped into “child support—but still add up. Diane and I signed our child support agreement when Forte Investigations was me working alone out of what-ever vacancy Dan had at the time. She’d watched the busi-ness grow and never asked for a penny more. “So long as she doesn’t start expecting it all the time.” I winked and went into my office.

	The seat hadn’t warmed before Andy Burke knocked on the door jamb. “You got a minute?”

	I waved him in, gestured to one of the two visitors’ chairs. Nice chairs now, not the wooden maidens that made potential clients wonder where I kept the rubber hose. All the thrift store shit was gone, replaced by real office furniture from Steelcase. Not their top of the line, but good stuff, as it reminded me every time I had to move something and wondered if Aluminum Case sold a similar item. “What’s up?”

	“I need a favor. I’m supposed to work tonight, but my kid made the all-stars and there’s a tournament game at seven o’clock. I’m here if you need me, but I’d love to catch that game.”

	“What are you working on?”

	“Paul McConnell.”

	“Refresh my memory.” A weird feeling, having more business than I could keep in my head at once. 

	“It’s a custody case. Wife got a divorce because the hus-band drinks. The agreement specifically states he cannot drink—at all—or he loses his unsupervised visitation. I’m supposed to pick up his tail when he leaves for work.”

	I’m the last guy who wants to deny a father access to his kids. Barbara McConnell’s appeal for their safety wore me down. Agreement in place, she heard a story that led her to believe Paul was not only drinking again, but had been driving under the influence with the kids in the car. We made her understand the limits of what we could do and agreed to keep an eye on him from the time he left work until he got home. “I’m free tonight. Go to the game.”

	“Thanks, boss. I owe you one.”

	“We’re even if the kid gets a hit.” Andy gave me the particulars on McConnell and went off to do whatever else he had going on.

	I asked Sharon to let me know when Delbert got in and got out my fingerprint kit to work on Becky’s letters.

	***

	 

	Halfway into buying Cubs tickets online for Caroline and me when Sharon buzzed to tell me Delbert was here. The kid and I were both Sox fans. Drove her yuppie mother crazy. The Pirates coming to town gave me an excuse to go to Wrigley. I told Sharon to send him in after he’d re-turned any calls and to come in with him. Bought a pair in the nosebleed tier off the first base line.

	Delbert came in carrying a sweating can of Dr. Pepper, Stetson tilted back on his head. Six-three and rangy as a young Clint Eastwood—not as skinny—he’d been sched-uled to appear in a Ranger recruiting ad as soon as he got back from a simple fugitive collection. The con’s partners tried to bust him loose. They hurt Delbert bad enough to stop Rangering. He hurt three of them bad enough to stop breathing. Met a nurse in rehab who made Chicago winters more comfortable than Texas summers, and here he was.

	Sharon came in, asked the question with her expression, and closed the door. There weren’t many women I’d discuss these letters with in graphic detail. I hadn’t even read them aloud with Becky Tuttle. I’m no prude, but I see no reason to offend people unnecessarily when there are so many opportunities to do so with cause. Sharon’s job here made her privy to things that would make a biker blush. I needed an unvarnished opinion as to how a woman might reasonably react. Sharon kept no varnish anywhere near the shelf where she stored her opinions, so here she was.

	I gave them copies of the letters, the originals scanned and filed and blackened with fingerprint powder. Focused most of my attention on Sharon. Someone who didn’t know her as well as I did would have missed what little she gave away. One word came to mind: appalled.

	They finished at almost the same time and looked to me for what came next. “It gets worse.” I told them the story of Becky Tuttle and Desiree d’Arnaud and the elaborate measures intended to keep them separate. Without authori-zation, I had expanded the number of people who knew by forty percent. So it goes. I needed their help. The Rangers had given Delbert their highest clearance. Sharon had kept my middle name to herself for years.

	“I wondered if that might be who we were working for.” Sharon not yet over her distaste. “My friend Elaine reads all her books. Got me to read one last year. I recog-nized something in the third letter.”

	“What’s the job?” Delbert said.

	“She wants us to put a stop to it.”

	“Doesn’t sound like she wants us to build a court case. The way you put it.”

	“It’s more delicate than that.” 

	He nodded. Let things percolate for half a minute. “You got any ideas how to find this degenerate? Can’t get him to stop less we know who he is.”

	“I thought about posting an operative at every drop box in that ZIP Code on Monday mornings until we got a hit. I doubt even the leading author of paranormal urban vampire erotica could afford that. So I dusted them for prints.”

	“Who’s gonna run them for you?” 

	“I thought I’d ask Sonny Ng.”

	“Not Jan?” Sharon said. A detective who worked for Sonny with whom I’d had a brief romantic relationship.

	“That might put her on the spot. You know, thinking if she says no it might seem like we’re not as good with each other as we think, but if she says yes she might get blow-back from Sonny. I’ll go to him directly. It’s time we cleared the air, anyway. I have Plan B handy if I need it.”
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	Sonny Ng served as my field training officer on the old Second District when the Deuce was as much fun as any-place not named Cabrini Green or Robert Taylor. We ran up and down stairs to break up fights, face down gangs, and find bodies in places I didn’t believe existed in the Wealthiest Nation on Earth. Pound for pound he was the toughest son of a bitch I’d ever met, and maybe not just pound for pound. We stayed friends after I left the force, though the relationship frayed a little every time I dropped a body. Signs of detente had appeared when we ran into each other at a retirement party for a mutual friend.

	He looked up when I knocked on the door jamb to his office. Sipped his coffee and pointed to a vacant chair. “How’s Caroline?” 

	I told him. 

	“How’s Sharon?” 

	I told him. 

	“What do you want?”

	Some might think him rude. I knew better. I also knew better than to get too familiar too fast. Our situation had begun to thaw. It was far from liquid. “Got a weird one here. Woman is getting letters that aren’t threatening, but are definitely, uh…disconcerting. She wants them to stop.”

	“You plan on killing the guy?”

	Anyone else said that and I’d have my ass on my shoul-ders before he closed his mouth. Sonny’s lack of expres-sion—verbal, facial, any other kind—left it a matter of conjecture whether his ball busting was benign or malevo-lent. I took the benefit of the doubt. “I told my client that’s not on the menu. Not that she asked. I’m not sure what I’ll do, if I can even find him. See where he lives and ask a local cop to have a come to Jesus moment with him, I guess.”

	“Where does she live? That’s your jurisdiction.”

	“They passed. Said no crime was committed.” I laid copies of the letters on his desk. “I’m curious what you think.”

	He read them all, looking about as interested as if I’d handed him a phone book. Less, even. An honest to God phone book might at least have been a curiosity on par with solving a math problem using a slide rule.

	He refolded the papers and slid them back to me. “Downers Grove wouldn’t take it?”

	“The cop I talked to wouldn’t.”

	“Who was it?”

	“Delauter. Kurt B. The B appears to be a big deal to him.”

	“Don’t know him.”

	“Would you have followed up on it, a woman brought them to you?”

	“No, but I work Violent Crimes. Kate Pilarcik over in Special Victims would be all over it. If your client lived in Chicago.” A short beat. “What do you want?”

	“I lifted some prints off the originals.” He looked at me with as much expression as if I’d told him it might rain in Tucson overnight. I considered waiting him out until I remembered how many guys were doing hard time because Sonny Ng had waited them out when they had a lot more at stake than I did here. “I thought maybe, if I asked nice, you’d run them through IAFIS for me.”

	“You know they monitor that.”

	“I hoped you could slide it into an existing investiga-tion.”

	“Because I’ve done it before.” 

	I nodded. He took a long moment. “I’d like to help this woman, but not so much I’m willing to give you a pass. Not until I know you’ve cleaned up your act.”

	To debate him never crossed my mind. I hadn’t done anything rash for months but had no reason to believe I wouldn’t again. My conscience was less disturbed by the seven chunks taken out of it than it was by how little they bothered me. I had enough left to want to be sure I was right before I argued with Sonny.
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	I followed Paul McConnell to Club Lago. He ate tortellini and a Caesar salad. I had chicken parmigiana and the house with vinaigrette. Got in our cars and drove near the Magnificent Mile to Eldrick’s, a high-class meat market for those who’d matured past the club scene. Tables for two with red-tinted candle bowls that forgave small lines and sags, as well as eyes showing tiredness beyond fatigue. My hopes for a short evening died when the waitress brought McConnell what looked like club soda in a soft drink glass. 

	The redhead was here, too. I noticed her the first time in McConnell’s office parking lot, but she could have worked there and been waiting for a friend. Seeing her again outside Lago might have been a coincidence but here in Eldrick’s was too much. Tall, big but not heavy. What Midwesterners call corn-fed. Nice looking without beating you over the head about it. The blue of her eyes obvious even at that distance in bad light. McConnell was station-ary for the time being. Good a time as any to find out what the deal was.

	I took my drink to her table and sat down as if invited. “Hi. I’m Nick Forte. I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, an attractive woman following me around for the past three hours, but what the fuck, lady?”

	She looked as rattled as a bag of cotton balls. “I’m not following you. I’m following him.” Nodded toward McConnell.

	“I figured that. Why?”

	“Why are you?”

	“Who says I am?”

	“What makes you think you’d spot me and I wouldn’t notice you? You better not say it’s because I’m a woman.”

	“Not me. I work with a woman who can detect rings around most men. I am pretty good, though.”

	“Better than the other guy who’s been on him this week.”

	“You made him?”

	“First night, about two hours in.”

	“He didn’t say anything about you.”

	“He hasn’t seen me yet.”

	I made a closer inspection. Not beautiful. Striking, maybe. Noticeable, for sure. “Honest to God? He hasn’t noticed you?” She arched an eyebrow in an expression women have given strange men since before the invention of eating utensils. “All I meant was, you’re a six-foot tall—”

	“Five-eleven-and-a-half.”

	“Curly-haired redhead with eyes so blue I spotted them from halfway across the room and he hasn’t picked up on you in three days. He wasn’t at his kid’s Little League game right now, I’d wonder if he was a closet case.”

	“I didn’t think anyone still said that.”

	“I’m old school.”

	She extended a hand. “Madeline Shea. People call me Mad.”

	“Call you? Or make you?”

	“Depends.”

	I laughed under my breath. “Well, Mad, we both have work to do. Speaking of work, why are you following him?”

	“You go first.” I raised my eyebrows. “You approached me.”

	I told her the deal with Barbara McConnell. “Your turn.”

	“Insurance fraud. How well does he seem to be getting around to you?”

	“He could stand to lose a few pounds, but he’s fully ambulatory.”

	“You’re not as keen an observer as you think. That man,” she pointed his way, “has serious lower back and hip issues. I’m surprised you didn’t hear his screams of agony from several car lengths behind.”

	“That bad, huh?” She nodded. “He’s quite a trooper.”

	“That he is.” Sized me up. “Would you be willing to testify? Maybe not even in court. A deposition might be all we need.”

	“You move right along, don’t you? We only just met.” I reached one of my business cards across the table. “In principle, yes. Paul’s going out of his way to earn a repute-tion as a tool. On the other hand, your company—who do you work for?”

	“Midwestern Casualty.” Handed me a card.

	“Once Midwestern Casualty takes its pound of flesh from the place closest his wallet and the lawyers take the pound closest to his balls, there’s not going to be much left for my client in the way of child support. Or investigator’s fees.”

	“You’re freelance?”

	“I own the company.”

	“So no salary.”

	“I draw a salary, but there’s more involved when other people’s livelihoods are at stake.”

	She took a few seconds. “What if we pooled our resources? You and your man testify that neither of you have seen evidence of an injury during an unrelated inves-tigation, on the condition we hold off on our case until yours closes. By the time ours winds down, you should have had time to get paid.”

	“You think Midwestern will wait that long? From what I’ve seen, McConnell’s on the wagon.”

	Mad smiled. “I’ve been on him longer. I’ve not only seen him drink, I’ve seen him drunk. And I have video to prove it.”

	“I’ll be damned.”

	“That’s between you and your god. Paul’s well on his way, though.”

	We agreed to get together at my office in a few days to exchange notes and evidence. “You mind if I stay here for a bit, even though I’m off the clock? Help you with your cover. You know, so no one hits on you while you’re trying to work.”

	“Thanks. You are a pro.”

	I sat back to enjoy what was becoming one of my more entertaining stakeouts. Had my eyes wandered toward the door a few seconds earlier or later I would have missed the younger woman’s entrance and not noticed her at the table she took near the other side of the room. Chestnut hair almost made me think she reminded me of someone until I noticed the aquamarine eyes. I waited until her drink arrived and told Mad I’d be right back. 
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	“Hello, Lily.”

	She looked at me without recognition for a couple of beats. Flushed to the roots of what used to be blonde hair. “Nick Forte? Oh my God! What are you doing here?”

	“Working. I hope you aren’t.”

	Her eyes flicked to the table and back. “I don’t do that anymore. Not since my mother…you know.”

	“Good for you. Really. Look, I’m not going to stay and limit your availability. Sorry, that came out wrong. You know what I mean. Like I said, I’m working. A custody case. Visitation rights. It really is good to see you. You look great.”

	“Can you stay a minute?” It popped out like she’d been holding it back.

	“Sure, if you want. I’ll get my drink.”

	“I’m in trouble.”

	I left the drink. I didn’t owe Lily O’Donoghue a thing. I’d always owe her mother. “What kind of trouble?”

	“That money you gave me—”

	“The money I delivered. Your mother gave it to you.”

	“Okay, my mother gave me. I didn’t waste it. I paid for my house and got a master’s at DePaul. Used the rest to buy into a psychology practice. We’re doing very well.”

	“I knew you would.”

	She went on as if I hadn’t spoken. “Someone recognized me. From before. Said he’d ruin me if I didn’t pay him.”

	“Does that kind of leverage work on a shrink?”

	“Not usually. A lot of psychologists have pasts they’d rather forget. That’s why they got into the field. We’re also pretty low-profile as far as the media is concerned. It’s not like I’m Dr. Phil.” Sipped her drink. “This person has video of me doing…things with someone everyone knows.”

	“And he’s blackmailing you? Sounds like the other guy would be the juicier target.”

	“He died.” That didn’t tell me much. High-profile people die every day. “Now the blackmailer figures he can get something from me, if only because the man’s name will make it newsworthy. If this gets out, the other part-ners can ask me to leave without any equity for what’s called personal actions that damage the practice. It’s in the agreement.”

	“How much does he want?”

	“More than I can get my hands on.”

	“What was the plan when you came here?”

	She lowered her eyes. “Work out a deal for less money.”

	This didn’t require a lot of deliberation. “Give him the money you brought. Tell him you need more time for the rest. Make sure he leaves without you. Wait twenty min-utes, then go straight home and call me tomorrow. Now act like you’re shooting me down in case he’s watching.”

	Women like Lily had plenty of opportunity to practice shooting men down. Her performance convinced even me. Mad gave me another look when I returned to the table. She had quite a repertoire of them.

	“Her mother and I were friends.”

	“Ri-i-ight.”

	“No, really. It was a case I worked and…things got complicated.”

	Mad looked in Lily’s direction. “I’ll bet a lot of things get complicated around her,” she said in a tone I hadn’t heard earlier.

	“You have no idea.”

	Lily’s appointment moved in as Mad and I watched. Early forties, good shape, nice suit. Almost handsome. They talked for five minutes. She laid an envelope on the table. He opened it and counted the money—amateur, counting it in public—then took her wrist in his hand so I knew it had to hurt. I stayed put. He wouldn’t do anything dangerous in Eldrick’s, and she’d only scare so much knowing I was here. 

	He stood and I dropped a ten on the table to pay for Mad’s drink. Said, “Give me a call and we’ll exchange those files.” Her attention stayed riveted on Lily.

	 

	 

	He parked on West Iowa in front of an unlighted shotgun house three-quarters of a mile north of the United Center. I drifted to a stop at a hydrant across the street. A light came on inside the house. I took what I needed from my car and went over to ring the bell.

	He answered the door with an expression between confused and irritated. I took the knife I brought from the car and severed his tie an inch below the knot. His mouth fell open and I stuffed the tie into it. “I want the money you picked up at Eldrick’s and all the videos.”

	He made a sound. Could have been, What videos? Hard to tell with the tie in his mouth.

	I stuck a leg behind him and took him down hard. Pried his jaws apart and starting forcing the tie into his throat. “Slap the floor when you’re ready. Don’t wait too long. You pass out and I’ll leave you for the coroner.” He tapped out before I could start again.

	I pulled out the damp tie. “The money first.”

	“I’m supposed to have more time.”

	“You don’t. Where is it?”

	He delayed until I brought a wad of damp tie into his field of vision. “On the counter. In the kitchen.”

	I nodded that way and he led me to it. “Now the videos,” I said.

	“You want the money and the videos? How am I supposed to make a living?”

	“Not my problem. Where are they?”

	“So you rob me and you put me out of business. Fuck you. Take the money and go.”

	I hit him in the midsection and stuffed the tie back into his mouth when he tried to suck air. Fed it down his throat until I felt him gag. “If your business depends on those videos, then yes. You’re out of business.” He retched and I pulled the tie free.

	“That bitch sent you, didn’t she?” 

	I stuffed the tie back into his mouth and pinched his nose shut. “You have until you pass out to show me where or I’ll find it myself.”

	He led me into the front room. A laptop sat on a TV tray. Piles of DVDs in paper sleeves rested on and beside it. I put them all in my jacket pocket. Took the thumb drive I’d brought from the car and inserted it into a port in the laptop. Pressed the power button. Thumb drives are amazing things nowadays. This one had a capacity of thirty-two gigs, enough for all kinds of programs, includ-ing a bootable operating system and a data destruction program that would make the hard drive clean as a surgeon’s hands. 

	He moved like he might do something when he realized what was going on. I held up a finger to stop him. 

	“Jesus Christ, you’re going to erase them? Who the fuck are you?”

	“I’m the guy who’s coming back here if she ever even sees you crossing the street again. We good on that?”

	He looked at me like a kid who’d watched someone run over the bike he saved every penny for. “I don’t under-stand. Who are you? Why did you do this? You have no idea what’s going to happen to me without that money and that computer.”

	I looked at him sitting there, almost comically despon-dent. “I have a friend from Texas. He says, situation like this, you just have to remember that some days you get the bear, and some days…” I waited for him to look up. “And some days the fucking bear gets you.”

	I threw the disks in a Dumpster before curiosity got the better of me.
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	I hadn’t seen much of Jan Rusiewicz lately. My loss. We dated for a year or so before my baggage soured the deal and she moved on. Touch and go for a while until she figured out I hadn’t been bullshitting: It really was me. Wore her hair short, hardly any makeup. A frosted blonde version of Becky Tuttle five years younger, two inches taller, and fifteen pounds lighter. Got engaged a few months ago and wore it well. One of those people with a gift for lifting the spirits of those around her. 

	Her partner was expert at creating the moods Jan had to lift. Mick Hanlon was a ruddy-faced pain in the ass. Rust-colored hair going gray and a waist that crept over his belt like a slow-motion avalanche. Much as it killed me to admit it, he had the keenest eye for a crime scene I’d ever been around. His interrogation style ran the gamut from prick to enormous prick to prick of Biblical propor-tions. Suspects talked to Jan just to get away from Hanlon, setting themselves up for years of leisure in which to consider such a grave miscalculation. 

	He blew right past Sharon, Jan pulled along in his slipstream. Barged into my office as I was about to settle into the mid-afternoon energy trough. Sat in the nearest visitor’s chair and didn’t wait for Jan to cross behind to take the other. “How’d you spend your evening last night?”

	“Hey, Jan. How’s Jim?” The fiancé.

	“Good. We spent the weekend visiting his sister in the Dells. She and her husband run a little water park up there. We had a ball with their kids.”

	“How old?”

	“Hey, asshole. I asked you a question.”

	I turned my head partway toward Hanlon. Kept my voice level. “What you did was intrude into my private office, take a seat without being invited, and interrupt my conversation in a rude and belligerent manner to ask a question that’s none of your business. My advice is to either produce a warrant or show some goddamned humility.”

	Back to Jan. “How old are they? The kids in Wis-consin.”

	She’d seen too much of the Nick and Mick show to be impressed. “Eight, five, and two.”

	“She pregnant again? Those kids are coming regular as an SAT question.”

	Jan smiled. “They’re out of the baby making business. Permanently and irrevocably, if you get what I mean.” 

	Phony sincerity flavored every syllable Hanlon spoke. “Excuse me. If it wouldn’t be an imposition, may I ask a few questions?”

	“That’s more like it. What can I do for you, Detective Hanlon?”

	“You can tell me where the fuck you were last night, asshole.”

	I faced Jan, shook my head. “Baby steps.” Turned toward Hanlon. “Why do you want to know?”

	“It doesn’t matter why.”

	“It does if you want an answer.”

	“You don’t get to pick and choose when to give answers.”

	“Actually, I do, and I’m not even going to cite the Fifth Amendment, so put your ‘if you’re not guilty you can’t incriminate yourself’ speech back in the box before you break it. I don’t ever have to talk to you. What I can’t do is lie to you. So if you ask me a question I can legally tell you to kiss my ass, because it’s true. You can.”

	Red crept out of Hanlon’s collar like vines up a wall. Jan saved us both. “Your fingerprints were found in a house on West Iowa Street. We need to ask why you were there.” 

	“Your fingerprints were found” and no further expla-nation leads to wondering why anyone looked in the first place. “This a place between Oakley and Leavitt, couple of blocks from Fatso’s?”

	“Twenty-two thirty-six,” Hanlon said.

	Sounded about right. Surprised me that a blackmailer would call the police for something related to a crime of his own. His problem. I had a lot of truth available for use before I got into any serious trouble. “The guy who lives there is a blackmailer. He was putting the screws to a friend of mine. I talked him out of it.” Lily’s cash in my safe had the good sense to stay quiet.

	Hanlon said, “Lived there,” so softly I could hear my sphincter tighten. 

	“He was alive when I left him. Pissed—and scared—but alive.”

	“You’re not a suspect,” Jan said. “We just want to know if you saw anything.”

	“What time did he die?”

	“Preliminary estimate is between nine last night and one or two this morning.”

	“I was there around ten o’clock, quarter after. I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary, but I was kind of fo-cused.”

	“Tell us what you did,” Hanlon said.

	“I already did. A friend was being blackmailed and I talked this guy out of it.”

	“Exactly what you did.”

	No reason not to say, unless someone stole the knife out of my car and carved the guy up with it. “I was out working a case last night and ran into someone I know. Purely coincidental. She told me about how this guy—he had a name, right?”

	“William Brady,” Jan said.

	“She said this Brady had embarrassing videos of her and wanted more than she could afford to pay. I told her to stall and followed him home.” Tried to recall every-thing I might have touched. “I rang the bell and told him why I was there. That’s didn’t impress him, so I cut off his tie and stuffed it in his mouth.”

	“What did you cut the tie with?” Hanlon said.

	“A knife.”

	“What kind of knife?”

	“A sharp one.”

	“Cut anything else?” 

	“Nope. You found any cuts or blood on him, it hap-pened after I left.”

	“Then what?”

	“Mr. Brady didn’t strike me as the stiffest girder in the building. He led me into the kitchen and I took the en-velope with the money she gave him and a stack of DVDs. Then we went into the front room where he had a laptop on a TV tray and I formatted the hard drive. Making sure as I could on short notice I got all the copies. Based on his reaction, I did.”

	“That hard drive was evidence in a murder investiga-tion,” Hanlon said.

	“Not when I erased it, it wasn’t.”

	I waited for a recitation of all the valuable leads I had destroyed forever. Instead he said, “What time did you leave?”

	“About a quarter after ten.”

	“Well inside the range for time of death.”

	“Jesus Christ, Hanlon. Jan already told me I’m not a suspect. Which I would have figured, anyway, or we’d be having this chat at the Area. What’d the guy die of? Coin-cidence?”

	“He was strangled,” Jan said.

	“Looks like an Outfit job.” A little of the sneer had left Hanlon’s voice. “Rope was embedded so far into his neck they can’t take it out until the autopsy. Looks like two guys, one on each end.”

	I’d seen one of those. Even blackmailers deserve better than that. “You sure you don’t want to pin it on me, anyway? Or do you figure I’m too dumb to make it look like something else? Or too big an asshole to have an accomplice?”

	Hanlon sounded almost civil. “We never liked you for it. You work with a .45, except for that guy you did in Pennsylvania with a .22 rifle.” I shot him a look. “Yeah, I checked on that. Second, you always stick around to face the music, even if it’s with some half-assed story that keeps you just clean enough not to charge. And, giving credit where it’s due, we never would’ve found the quantity of prints we did if it was you aced this guy. You’re smarter than that.”

	“Then why’d you come in here like a hard-on?”

	“Because you kill too goddamn many people and I get to.” 

	Quiet for a few seconds. Jan said, “What’s your friend’s name? The one you were helping out?”

	“Can’t tell you.”

	That got Hanlon revved up again. “I hope that’s be-cause you took a whack to the head and don’t remember because that’s the only way you ‘can’t’ tell us.”

	I sighed. “You said yourself it was an Outfit job. She’s a victim here. Not a suspect.”

	“She might know who he worked with.”

	“Extortionists rarely give out org charts to marks. She knew this guy. There’s nothing else for her to tell you.”

	“That’s for us to decide.”

	It was, too. Professional investigators don’t have privy-lege unless hired by a lawyer. I didn’t even have a file with Lily’s name on it. “I worked a case for her mother a few years ago. The girl had got involved in a high-class prosti-tution operation. The mother and I got her out, but this Brady character must’ve come across some video that could ruin her current career. I’d like to keep her as clear as possible.”

	“Nice work, Lancelot. You just gave her motive.”

	I shook my head. “I took care of her problem before Brady died. She had no reason to kill him.”

	Hanlon had options. He could sweat me, though even he had to know the likelihood of that working was neg-ligible. He could ask a state’s attorney to charge me with obstruction, but he’d need more of a reason to suspect Lily than he’d shown so far. A grand jury could cite me for contempt if I refused to answer, but that was well down the road. Legal options were more trouble than they were worth. If it was an Outfit job they wouldn’t clear this unless someone ratted, and Hanlon knew it.

	What he did surprised me. “Here’s how it’s going to go: We’ll run down the leads we have. You talk to your friend. Within twenty-four hours you’re going to tell us what she told you, and you’re going to vouch for it personally. Then we’ll make a decision whether we need to talk to her, and you’ll cough her up if we say to.” He must have seen the look on my face. “I’m only making this offer because you have history with my boss and my partner. And because the cop I talked to in Pennsylvania says you saved another cop and his family damn near single-handed. This is a one-time opportunity. Don’t fuck it up.”

	He nodded to Jan and they left. As far as Mick Hanlon was concerned, I’d accepted his generous offer. I didn’t need to say a word.
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	Benny Dougherty and I grew up together in the declining mill town of Penns River, Pennsylvania. Graduated Penns River High School within a year of each other. Our mothers are sisters. We left town around the same time. I went to Northwestern and ended up in Chicago. Benny spent nine years as an MP, returned to Penns River to become a cop. The incident Hanlon had referred to oc-curred while I was at Benny’s parents’ house and a crew of Russians decided to make me pay for pissing in their borscht.

	“Hey, cuz. Did a Chicago cop named Hanlon call you today?”

	“Hang on while I take you off speaker. Yeah, it’s him. Rick Neuschwander says hello.” Rick another PR detec-tive.

	“Back at him. Tell him I asked after his kids.” I knew I’d made a mistake before my mouth closed. Benny passed along my innocent comment. Rick commandeered the phone and spent five minutes catching me up on kids I not only had never seen, but couldn’t name. Excellent crime scene tech, dogged investigator, shitty interviewer. Unless you found a way to work in his kids.

	Benny got me disengaged. “Yeah, he called this morn-ing. Wanted to know what happened with those Russians at my dad’s house.”

	“What did you tell him? Reason I ask, this guy’s had a hard-on for me since I can remember. Today he had a chance to rake me over the coals and gave me a pass because he talked to some cop in the River who said I saved another cop and his whole family.”

	I recognized the laugh Benny had when he’d gotten over on someone. “This guy that called—Hanlon, right?—gave me the usual big city cop talking down to the local hay-seed routine. Your name got mentioned and I had a feeling he was trying to jam you up. I might’ve made you sound a little more heroic than how it actually went down. And I left out the part about how it was you the Russians were after, not the cop. And I might not have made it clear I was the cop you rescued from the hopeless situation. Did I do something wrong?”

	“I’m not complaining. It’s just that it turned into an unexpected solid. I owe you one.”

	“No, you don’t.” His voice not as light as a second ago. “You’ll never owe me for anything. I owe you. Speaking of which, you’re on my list of people to call. We ran those prints for you.”

	“Already?”

	“I told Stush who they were for and he had me dummy up a case number and put you on the top of the list.” Stush Napierkowski, Penns River chief of police. “He says for you not to be a stranger, that Penns River doesn’t forget who its friends are, not as long as he’s chief.”

	“How long’s that going to be? You know, in case I feel the need to do something rash again.”

	“Couple of years, at least. I hope. I don’t want to think about what things will be like around here when he retires.” I never met anyone who loved his home town as much as my cousin. All he ever wanted to do when he got out of the army was go home. Left nine years into a successful career with great promise. Turned down jobs that would have paid two or three times as much. Went back to work for Stush about the time the town’s downhill slide bottomed out. The prospect of carrying on under whoever came next didn’t appeal to him, but the only way he’d leave now was in a box. “Anyway, those prints were a dead end.”

	“Nothing at all.”

	“The Tuttles—thanks for those comparison copies, by the way—but they were both in the system.”

	“Both of them?”

	“They worked a summer camp for city kids a couple of times and had the usual sex offender checks. They’re clean. We pulled the top twenty-five most-likely matches and Ricky examined the five closest to you geographically, but no luck. The nearest last known address for the others is in Mason City, Iowa, which Google Maps says is about three hundred and fifty miles from you. The prints are very likely from the letter writer, but it doesn’t look he’s in the system. Rick can keep looking, but the others will have to wait until he has some free time.”

	“Tell him never mind. I knew it was a long shot. Do me a favor and keep them around for a while, though, would you?”

	“They’ll be here as long as you think you might need them.”

	We bullshitted about family stuff for ten minutes then rang off. I was deep in thought as to how we might be able to get DNA from the envelope seal or the next letter, how long tests would take, how much it would cost, and would they be any good to us when Sharon stuck her head into my office and asked if I had a minute.
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	Delbert came in with her. Closed the door behind. “Bad news?” she said.

	I pointed to the phone. “That was my cousin. The fin-gerprints off the Tuttle letters were a dead end. I was pon-dering the virtues of DNA when you came in.”

	“I’ve been thinking about Becky Tuttle,” Sharon said. “I ran my idea past Delbert and he thought it was worth telling you about.” Looked to Delbert for support.

	“I think she’s on to something here, boss.”

	“Let’s hear it.”

	They both took seats. “We’ve been trying to solve the problem of which of Desiree’s readers figured out she’s Becky, right?” I nodded. “What if we’re doing it exactly wrong? What if we should be trying to find someone who already knew Becky, and figured out she’s Desiree?”

	I truly was not worthy. The smile spread across my face without any conscious effort. “Yeah. Absolutely. It nar-rows the pool of people to look at and brings the client in as a resource.” I bobbed my head as attempts to find a rea-son this wasn’t a good idea failed. “I’ll go out tomorrow. Even if it’s a dead end, it’s worth looking into.” Ran a hand halfway through my hair, left it there. “What made you think of that?”

	Not that I was shocked, or even surprised. I learned long ago it behooved me to pay attention to how Sharon’s mind worked. “I couldn’t help but wonder what we’d do if the fingerprints didn’t come through. You know, don’t wait until after Plan A fails before you come up with Plan B. Like you id with the fingerprints and your cousin.” A small smile, throwing me a bone. “I thought of DNA, too, but knew how long it would take and how much it would cost, like you said. And we’d still have to find someone to match it to.” Which hadn’t occurred to me, DNA much better at proving you got the right guy than finding him. “So I tried to think of ways to come around another side of it, like you always say to do when we’re stuck.”

	“If I’m so smart and taught you all this cool stuff, why didn’t I think of this?”

	“You would have.”

	“Of course, she thought of it while we’re still young,” Delbert said.

	I threw him the finger, spoke to Sharon. “What time is it? Quarter to five? Take the rest of the day off. You earned it.” Delbert started to his feet. “Not you.”

	“What are you picking on me for? I figured it out before you did.”

	“She told you first.”

	“Because she knew I’d grasp the complexities and could help her explain it if you struggled.”

	I gave him the face that deserved. “Thanks, Sharon. That really is good work. I’ll be sure to give you full credit when I talk to Becky.” Delbert took a speaking breath. “I won’t forget about you, Delbert. I’ll let our client know you gave Sharon your full attention while she laid it out for you.”

	“That’s more like it,” he said. “It’s only fair.” 

	I gestured him out. Sharon didn’t move. “What are you still doing here?”

	“I hate to waste any of my extra fifteen minutes off—”

	“It’s down to thirteen now.”

	“Eric Abercrombie came by.”

	“And?”

	“Remember when you said the extortion would come any day, and it was only a matter of if he went to Dan or came to you directly?”

	“How much?”

	She shook her head. “He wants you to work a case.”

	That came from the blindside so hard it almost knocked me over. “He wants to hire us?”

	“Actually, I think he wants us to work it for free.”

	“Not going to happen. Consideration has to flow both ways.”

	“That’s what I told him. He says his part is letting you switch offices.”

	“Not good enough. Especially because it’s a better deal for him than it is for us.” Reminded me of the time Caroline forgot I’m not Catholic and asked what I was going to give up for Lent. Even at her age she detected a lack of sacrifice when I said trips to Vegas. “Tell him we’ll do it for a hundred bucks, once we know what it is. I don’t suppose he mentioned that, did he?”

	“Uh-uh.”

	A beat for thought. “I can’t decide if he’s stingier than he is greedy. I don’t mind running something down for him, but we’re not committing to anything open-ended. Tell him we have to know what the job is first.”

	“I don’t think he’ll tell me.”

	“Why not?”

	“I sort of asked him today and he hemmed and hawed around it. I don’t know if it’s me, or if it’s something em-barrassing he doesn’t want to tell a woman.”

	Lew Archer never had to put up with shit like this. “Go over and see him tomorrow and don’t take no for an answer. Tell him I won’t agree—make it I can’t agree—to anything unless I know what it’s about. If he really doesn’t want to tell you, I’ll make time to talk with him, but I don’t want to. I can’t stand him and might say something that’ll queer the deal. You’re more diplomatic. Find out what he wants and put Andrew on it.”

	“Why Andy?”

	I told her about his inability to notice Mad Shea, which reminded me I should have told Sharon about Mad already, since it was the two of them most likely to work together. A smile crept across her face as I described Mad. “Six-foot-tall redhead, huh? I know you noticed her.”

	“That’s not the point,” I said, though I knew that was part of the point. “It doesn’t matter that I spotted her right away. He had three days to notice her. He’s much more ordinary looking and she picked up on him right away.”

	“If you say so. He wasn’t there to be a bodyguard, you know. All he was supposed to do was see if the guy had a drink.”

	I tapped a finger on the mouse pad. Maybe I was being too hard on Andy. “It’s not that I want to jack him around. He can’t afford to be that oblivious. At some level he needs to be aware of everything around him. It didn’t matter this time, but it could.”

	She nodded. “I’ll take care of it,” which meant I wouldn’t have to think about it again. She stayed in the chair without speaking until I had to ask if there was any-thing else. “Jan might’ve stopped by for a social call, but not Hanlon. What’s up?”

	First time it occurred to me she was behind on current events. “Remember Sheila O’Donoghue? I ran into her daughter while I was following McConnell last night.”

	“Her daughter the hooker?”

	“Not any more. Apparently she used the money Sheila sent her to get her life right. Works as a psychologist now. Anyway, someone had a video from back in the day and was blackmailing her. I talked to the guy and got her clear.”

	She got a look I’d seen before. “Jan and Hanlon work Violent Crimes. What did you do?”

	“Nothing to concern them.” Sharon sat waiting for the other shoe to drop. My reputation worried her more than it did me. “Someone else killed him after I left.”

	“Ohmygod! Are you a suspect?”

	“Nope. They just wanted to know if I saw anything. They’re probably going to want to talk to Lily—Sheila’s daughter—so I’m not completely disengaged yet.” Sharon looked at me as if she had more to ask. “I’m clear. Really. It looks like an Outfit job. I just happened to be there earlier.”

	She knew I’d tell her if there was more to tell. Nodded once, then stood. Halfway to the door when I called her back. “About that idea you had for Becky Tuttle. Running it past Delbert. You know you didn’t have to do that.”

	She kept nodding as she spoke. “I know. It’s just…I needed to hear it out loud before I brought it to you.”

	“Why?”

	It took a few seconds for her to decide to tell me. Or what to tell me. Or how. “You have so much going on lately. All the regular work, running the business, going back and forth with Abercrombie, keeping your schedule with Caroline. I didn’t want to take a chance I might be wasting your time.”

	I felt bad, even though I knew she didn’t mean me to. “Sharon, you have never once opened your mouth in my presence that I thought was a waste of my time. If you feel I’m too busy to bounce even half-baked ideas off of, then changes need to be made around here. I sign the checks, but you don’t work for me; you work with me. You always have, and always will. Okay?”

	She said, “Okay,” too soft for me to hear. Gave me the impression she’d needed that. If Sharon felt I was too busy to listen to her, maybe some changes really were in order.
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	I finished paperwork and returned calls. Laid the ground-work for a few things and teed myself up to get a running start in the morning. Ten after six, no one in the office but me thinking of the leftover meatballs in the freezer. A quick stop at Jewel for buns, provolone cheese, and chips and meatball subs would be ready twenty minutes after I got home. Halfway out of my chair when I noticed Lily O’Donoghue standing on the threshold to Sharon’s office. She wore a satiny dress, aqua to match her eyes. Hem at the top of the knee, low heels. “You’re very intense when you work.”

	“I don’t like to take stuff home and I don’t want to be here half the night. Bearing down is what gets me out at a reasonable hour.”

	She stayed in the doorway. “I’m sorry I got you in-volved last night. You have plenty to worry about as it is.”

	“You did the right thing.” I wheeled my chair two feet to the safe. Handed her the envelope I took from William Brady. “Here you go.”

	She slid the envelope into her purse without looking at it. I suggested she might want to count it. “You didn’t cheat me.” Stood with her hand on the strap of her purse as if about to lift it. “The videos?”

	“I broke the ones he had and threw them in a Dump-ster. Formatted the hard drive of his computer. The way he reacted, I’d say I got them all.” Her expression didn’t have to mean anything. “There are things you need to know about last night.”

	“Was there trouble?”

	“Not while I was there. Your boy—his name was William Brady, by the way—he and I came to a meeting of the minds right away. It wasn’t till after I left that someone came in and killed him.”

	Lily was savvy enough to know she’d be a suspect. She took it well. An intake of breath and widened eyes. Noth-ing too dramatic. “He’s dead?”

	“Lincoln and Kennedy combined aren’t any deader. Looks like a mob hit, so you’re doubly well rid of him.”

	Lily rested the fingertips of her right hand on my desk. Not as if she needed steadying, just enough to cock her hips. “How do you know? About how it’s a mob hit.”

	“The police stopped by.”

	“Are you in trouble?”

	I shook my head. “The way the guy was killed, certain things about the scene. I’m clear.”

	“Thank God.”

	“Don’t get too grateful too fast. They want to hear from you.”

	“They know who I am?”

	“So far that’s my little secret, and they’re not happy about it. I have history with the cop who’s lead on the case. He’s cutting me a break and letting me hold back your name. For now.”

	“Why would he do that?”

	“He has his reasons. Mostly he’s busy with other leads. You’re probably okay if nothing points to you and what I tell them jibes with what they find out. If not…well, I’m sorry. There’s no good way for me not to tell them who you are.”

	More weight on her fingers. “What will they want to know?”

	“What did you do after you left Eldrick’s?”

	“I went straight home. Like you told me.”

	“Did you go out again?”

	“No.”

	“Anyone see you come in? Talk to anyone on the land-line at home?”

	“No.” She must not have liked my expression. “Is that a problem?”

	“It would be better if someone could verify your where-abouts, but it figures you’d go home and stay there. What did you do when you got home?”

	“I took a bath, read some e-mails…” A smile grew and her hand came off the desk to snap her fingers. “I couldn’t sleep, so I rented a movie on demand. Won’t Time Warner have a record of it?”

	“Sure will. The e-mails might help, too. Did you send any? Even just replies.”

	“A few.”

	“Those’ll have time stamps from the server on them, and I’m pretty sure it’ll show if they were sent from a com-puter or a mobile device. You did return them on your computer, right? Not your phone or a tablet?”

	“I hate sending e-mail from my phone. I only do it if I have to.”

	“A laptop’s still portable, but I guess the IP address would change if you had it elsewhere.” I considered and dismissed options. “That should be plenty. They don’t think you killed him, anyway, not the way it happened. This is due diligence for the report, so they have something to show when they don’t clear it.”

	“You know they won’t solve it?”

	“So do they. This looks too much like an Outfit job. They’re not going to close it unless someone wants to cut a deal down the road.”

	Quiet for several seconds. Then, like she was afraid to ask: “That’s it, then?”

	“Should be. We can always get you a lawyer if they want to make an issue of it. Then the lawyer hires me and what I know is privileged. I’m not a hundred percent sure what happened before I was hired is covered, but we can link things together so it’ll be too much of a pain in the ass to sort out.”

	She sighed. Smiled just a little. Stepped toward me and eased herself to her knees. Wrapped her arms around my calves and rested her head on my lap. “I feel like I should just say thank you instead of hello every time I see you. You’re always doing something to get me out of trouble.”

	“I’m just glad we happened onto each other.” My voice lacked the resonance I expected. I knew what Lily had done for a living and had a glimpse of the lifestyle that had supported. She had a movie star’s face and body and eyes like I’d never seen on anyone else but her mother. Her breasts pressed against my legs and her hair obscured her face as she nestled her head into my lap as if it were a pillow. Nature took its course. I couldn’t help myself. It had been a long time.

	I hoped she might not notice until I realized she was subtly encouraging it. She lifted her head to look up at me. I couldn’t look away. No one could have, and she knew it. She smiled and placed the thumb and index finger of her right hand on the tab of my zipper.

	I shifted in the chair, hands gripping the armrest. “Lily.” 

	“Shhhhh.” She lowered the zipper and spread apart my fly and boxers to take me out. Already fully erect, seeing it so close to her face and the expression on it, any embar-rassment or reluctance dissipated like steam on a windy day. Our eyes locked together. She let go of my legs. Stood and lifted the dress over her hips. Pulled the thong to one side. Leaned her weight against my chest and shoulders as she lowered herself onto me with enthralling slowness.

	“Shhhhhh. Don’t move.” Her voice a husky whisper, lips brushing the tiny hairs on my ear lobe. “I’ve wanted to feel you inside me since the first time I saw you. Re-member how you put your hand on your wallet and said that was the only part of a man I cared about? How yours wasn’t big enough to satisfy me? I wanted you to take me right there against the door. You’ve done everything for me. Now let me do something for you.”

	Lily was not small nor frail. Positioned herself to make it difficult for me to move, even if I’d wanted to. Perfectly still, her breath shallow in my ear, she began to move inside. Pressed her weight against me if I tried to respond in any way. “Shhhhh. This is all mine.” My hands rested on her hips. The room was so quiet I heard the faint rustling of the material where I touched her. Someone sitting in one of the visitors’ chairs on the opposite of the desk with their eyes closed would not have known we were there. I finished with a gasp.

	She bit my earlobe slowly and lightly. Repositioned her head to make eye contact. Whispered, “Now I’ll have you with me all night.” Stood and tucked me away. Collected her purse from the desk. “I’m going to want more next time.”

	I stayed in the chair a long while after she left.
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	Sammie Tuttle had returned to school. A.J. sat in a high chair, doing what passes for eating at his age. A German shepherd could live for a week on what it licked off the kid. Becky wore cut-off jeans and an SIU Salukis tee shirt, white sneakers with ankle socks.

	I told her Sharon’s—and Delbert’s—idea. She didn’t like it. Not so much bothered by the idea itself as she was by the thought someone she knew, possibly well, had sent those letters. “How should we do it? Take my Christmas card list and guess which one’s the pervert?” Forced a laugh. “It could take a while to winnow that list.”

	“I thought about how best to do it last night.” I’d thought about Becky Tuttle not at all last night, too busy trying to figure out what had happened between Lily and me. Not that it kept me awake. I fell asleep before my head warmed the pillow. Woke up as rested as I had in weeks. Decided it was the kind of thing best not thought too much about. Not thinking about things too much is not my strong suit. Difficulties were expected. “You have any old high school or college yearbooks around? I know these letters are disturbing, but they’re kind of sopho-moric, too, when you think about it. Like a kid found a peephole into the girls’ shower. If Sharon’s right, and this is someone you know, I think it’s most likely someone who knew you before he matured. Not that he appears to have matured much since.”

	Becky wasn’t too sure how she felt about that, either. She wanted it to stop more than the idea icked her out, so she went upstairs to find the yearbooks while I tried to figure out what A.J. had mutilated for breakfast.

	I helped her hose the kid off and put him in his corral with Hobbes. He and I played off and on while Becky worked her way through four years of Downers Grove South yearbooks. I read her face, asked her questions, and had her read the inscriptions aloud in case one triggered a memory. An hour in I’d decided we were on a fool’s errand. By then Becky had gotten into it, pointing out pic-tures and telling me stories. I let her ramble. No telling what might connect.

	She’d been a popular and busy girl. Played piano for the chorus and oboe in the band. Carried a pair of cymbals at football games, piano and oboe not key elements of marching bands. Student government. School newspaper. Spanish Club. Organized a group that went to Springfield to cheer on a friend in some state beauty pageant. Longer hair then, cut to frame a more oval-shaped face. A pretty girl. Not in contention for prettiest in the school, though she dressed up well in her prom photos.

	What to do about lunch had wormed its way into the back of my mind when she made a soft, “Ohhhh.” Paused before reading what someone had written: “To Crash Peters, a ‘cymbalicly’ great chick. Mel.”

	“What?” I said.

	She pointed to a photograph. “Melvin Buchanan. I didn’t realize it at the time, but he had a horrible crush on me. Smart, had a popular group of friends. Kind of bashful around me, though. He asked me out a couple of times.” A beat. “I felt bad after, when I found out about the crush. I didn’t handle it very well. When I said no. I mean, he wasn’t exactly George Clooney the way he asked me, but I pretty much laughed it off. It surprised me, how serious he was. Now I understand. He was just a kid, but so was I. Awkward, you know?”

	I pointed to the pile of yearbooks. “You were a popular girl. You’re all over these books.”

	An almost embarrassed smile. “All those activities? I liked to be around people, and I guess a lot of people liked me, but I never felt like I had anything to say that anyone else would be interested in. So long as we had something to do—you know, like the paper or an activity, something to talk about—I was fine. I couldn’t imagine what I’d have to say if I were alone with a boy for even a couple of hours. I made some kind of stupid joke about it when I turned him down.”

	“You didn’t date in high school?”

	“Not date dates. You know, a boy and a girl out by themselves. Sometimes I’d go out with a couple friends and a few boys we used to hang around with, but it’s not like I ever had a boyfriend. I kept busy with my activities. I felt more comfortable there.”

	“How’d Melvin take it when you turned him down?”

	Her eyes lowered and looked to the left. “I think I hurt his feelings pretty bad.”

	“He say anything? Make you feel uncomfortable?”

	“Nothing that made me any more uncomfortable than I already did after I found out how he felt about me. I thought about apologizing, but I was afraid he might take it the wrong way. Like I was rubbing it in or encouraging him. I don’t know. I didn’t want to look like I was leading him on, so I dropped it.”

	“So no repercussions.” I was about to write Melvin Buchanan off as one of the fifty billion teenage boys who’d been frustrated in high school until she said, “No.” 

	“I heard a comma after that ‘no,’ Becky. What else?”

	She stared at the yearbook page. “Do you have the letters with you?”

	“Copies.”

	“Can I see them?” She leafed through the pages, going back a few times until she found the passage she wanted. Her lips moved as she read, air passing between them without sound. She blushed and made a face I thought might lead to a cry, but didn’t. I let her have all the time she needed. “Here.” She pointed to a page. “The first full paragraph.”

	I’ll be careful when I free your breasts, sliding my hands along the sides that are so tender. I’ll kiss along the sides I know are so, so sensitive so you’ll know how tender I can be, so you’ll remember the tenderness when I take you, even if your exquisite body is bruised again.

	Pretty tame in the context of some of the other stuff there. “What about it?”

	“That’s pretty much right out of a scene in one of my books, where this guy has seduced this woman and is about to teach her things she’s not sure she wants to know. Kind of my version of Fifty Shades of Grey, except in my book he only starts her down the road before she turns the tables on him.”

	“What’s that have to do with Melvin?”

	She tapped a group picture of the band. “I played cymbals in the marching band. What I didn’t know when I signed up was you can’t always let them ring. Lots of times, after you crash them, you have to pull them into your sides to dampen the sound. By the end of band camp my boobs were so bruised I couldn’t wear a bra. My mom had to cut foam inserts for inside my uniform.”

	“He know about that?”

	Becky nodded. “The drummers all figured it out by the end of the week from watching me and hearing the band director yell about how I shouldn’t let the cymbals ring. No one saw the bruises, but one of my girlfriends heard them giving me a hard time about doing it right and told them off. Said I was hurt.” She covered the percussion sec-tion with her hand. “Melvin was a drummer. He knew.”

	“You said they all knew.” I slid her hand off the picture. “Take a good look. Any other possibilities?”

	Her heart wasn’t in it. Gave it up after a minute. “It’s him. Now that you reminded me, he was different after that. Like we had some secret. I never thought of them as being connected before, but something definitely changed.”

	“Was this before or after he asked you out?”

	“Before, but not very long.” She shivered. “Ewww. Now I remember why I blew him off the way I did. The way he looked at me creeped me out a little. Like he was trying to stare through whatever I had on to see the marks on my tits. It’s him. It’s definitely him.” Slammed shut the yearbook. Looked at me with purpose. “What are we going to do?”

	“First is what we’re not going to do, which is tell your husband. He already has issues about this. Let’s not give him an opportunity to do something he’ll regret.”

	“Jesus. I forgot all about Tom. I definitely don’t want him to know.”

	“Speaking of Tom, have you told him about what we’re doing here?”

	“No. I’d like him to think things just got better.”

	“It would be nice if they did, but we can’t assume I’ll knock on Melvin’s front door and tell him fun’s fun but it’s time to stop and he will. It’s impossible to say what’ll happen while this gets resolved. Lawyers, police, an escalation for all we know. You can’t wait until something has to be explained and expect Tom to play catch-up.” I tossed Hobbes into the corral and turned to give Becky my undivided attention. “Another thing to consider: I don’t know your neighbors, but it’s a safe bet someone has seen me coming in when Tom’s at work and Sammie’s at school. You don’t want anyone to get the wrong idea.”

	“But Sammie wasn’t at school the other time.”

	“Anyone but you and me know that?” She didn’t have to say it. “You see my point. Now, does Tom know Melvin?”

	“We didn’t meet until we were both out of college. The only reason Tom knows anyone I went to school with is because we happened to buy a house here and I stayed in touch with some of my old friends. Not Melvin. I have no idea where he is now.”

	So far so good. Finding Melvin Buchanan should be no problem for me. Better the Tuttles had no idea where he was, lest Tom have a testosterone spike. “I know you don’t want to go to court for a restraining order, and I’m not going to do anything illegal. We’ve already brought this up to that DG cop. Delauter. How about if I take it back to him, this time with some evidence? Maybe now he’ll be willing to have a talk with Melvin. Off the record, but with some official weight behind him. What do you think?”

	“He already said there was no crime and he won’t do anything.”

	“We had no name, and nothing to tie the letters to a specific person. Now we have Buchanan. He knew you in school, and about the cymbal…injuries.” She didn’t like that idea. “I’m sorry, but that’s as close as we have to evi-dence right now. It’s at least reasonable suspicion. It could even be probable cause, and we’re not asking for anything formal to be done. At least not yet.”

	I watched her think and fret. Hard to tell if she was shy about me discussing her anatomy with Delauter—whom she clearly didn’t like—or had decided talking to him was a waste of time. She thought longer than I was comfort-able and I needed to close the loop.

	“We don’t have a lot of options. Finding this guy shouldn’t be hard. I can have a talk with him, and there are ways to lean on people short of the legal definition of intimidation. That might work. It also might backfire. Get me brought up on charges—which I can handle—or he gets pissed off and decides to out you publicly. Let’s give the police a chance to do their jobs. Delauter doesn’t come through, I promise I’ll have Plan B.”

	She took her time agreeing. Tacitly, at that. Walked me to the door, A.J. on her hip. Said I should do what I thought best with all the conviction of a kid who says he doesn’t want the last piece of candy. Made a point of telling me she trusted me before closing the door. I could have lived without that.
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	Kurt B. Delauter had gone to lunch, which reminded me I had not. I settled in with a John McFetridge novel and started rationalizing reasons Portillo’s in Lombard was on my way back to the office.

	I’d either just missed Delauter or he had an expansive definition of “lunch hour.” Almost one-thirty by the time he got back. The only rationalization I needed to go to Portillo’s by then was I didn’t think I’d make it to Chicago before I passed out. 

	Delauter seemed unsurprised, unimpressed, and unen-thusiastic as he gestured for me to follow him back to his desk with the Kurt B. Delauter nameplate. Not all the way into his seat when he said, “You’re not going to make a habit of bothering me about this wild goose chase, are you?”

	“It’s not a wild goose chase anymore. I have a name for you.”

	That shifted him a notch toward center on the unsur-prised and unimpressed scales. No more enthusiastic than before. “How’d you manage that?”

	I gave him the abridged version of our new approach, and how Becky had homed in on Melvin Buchanan. Delauter let me finish, said, “So your compelling evidence is she thinks it’s this Buchanan guy?”

	I told him the cymbals story. He took a minute to digest it. “That’s…uncomfortable, and I can see why she doesn’t like it, but you’re forgetting the primary issue here.”

	“Which is?”

	“Where’s the crime? There are no threats against her or any member of her family. He doesn’t say he’s going to rape her, or hurt her in any way. Even if this is the guy—and I’m not sold on that idea, either—what do I charge him with?”

	“I’m not asking for charges. Talk to him. I’d do it, but there’s more weight if it comes from a badge.”

	“That’ll be quite a conversation. ‘Hello, Mr.’—what’s his name? Buchanan?—‘Mr. Buchanan. I’m Detective Kurt B. Delauter of the Downers Grove police—yes, sir, that’s right, I am out of my jurisdiction—and I’d like to talk to you about some nonthreatening letters a woman you went to school with thinks you might have sent her. Yes, sir, I’ll be happy to go fuck myself. Have a nice day.’ No. I don’t think so.”

	I waited a beat so the first comment that came to mind didn’t go any farther. “We both know there are laws against sending unsolicited, sexually explicit letters. I didn’t argue the point before because we didn’t have a name.” And because I hadn’t thought of it. “Now we do.”

	“You have a much broader definition of ‘sexually explicit’ than I do.” Held up finger quotes. “There’s no crime here, and you conjuring one to justify whatever it is you’re charging this Tuttle woman doesn’t make it so.”

	At least he didn’t say I was bleeding the Tuttles, the preferred term for cops to describe a professional investi-gator who’s trying to make a living doing things they won’t touch. It did break my balls that he’d throw it in my face when it was his refusal to act that kept the meter run-ning. “All right. That’s your position. I’ll handle it another way.”

	“Listen, Forte. Let me clue you in on something.” 

	“I’m always looking for clues.”

	“Your client. The one who’s sure about this Melvin Buchanan guy. She mention we went to high school to-gether?”

	“No.”

	“Know why?” No need to answer. I couldn’t stop him from telling me if I’d wanted to. “She didn’t recognize me. I admit it took me a minute, but I thought she looked fa-miliar right away and I don’t know all that many Rebeccas.”

	“Unfamiliar setting. She wasn’t expecting you.”

	“You think I expected her? Besides, how many Delauters you figure there are around here?”

	“For all I know half the people in Downers Grove are named Delauter.”

	He shook his head. “Only half a dozen of my relatives. I’m telling you, she’s oblivious. She has no idea if it’s this Buchanan guy. Could be the pope for all she knows.”

	“Do you know him?”

	“Who? Buchanan?”

	“If you knew her and she knew him from school, it stands to reason you might know him.”

	“Doesn’t ring a bell. I was a couple years ahead of her.”

	“Which might be why she didn’t recognize you. I’ll take my chances looking into Mr. Buchanan.” 

	Delauter put out a hand. “Here’s some friendly advice: tread lightly. You’re on the brink of a harassment charge if you go to see him or even call him on the phone. Tell him he’d better stop—even if you leave out ‘or else’—and it’s definitely an actionable threat. Maybe extortion. Assault, even.”

	“Not a problem,” I said.

	“Oh no?”

	“If it comes to that, I’ll be sure to talk to him in Downers Grove. Standards for what’s considered a threat are a lot higher here.”

	Kurt B. Delauter didn’t know it, but I got the last laugh. I’d been thrown out of way nicer offices than his.
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	My order of two small drinks for Caroline and me didn’t impress the girl working the counter at Taco Bell. I said, “Huh?” to get her to repeat herself.

	“Ain’t no small.”

	“What do you mean, ‘ain’t no small’?”

	“Medium, large, extra-large all we got.”

	I waited for her to smile. Serious as body crabs. Caro-line hadn’t been paying attention and looked confused.

	“What’s the smallest size you have?” I said to the girl.

	“Medium.”

	I used a tone I hoped would convey my opinion of someone who couldn’t figure out what was wrong here on her own. “Well, if medium’s as small as you got, give me two mediums.”

	“For here or take out?”

	I looked left to be sure I hadn’t missed anything. Drinks were self-serve. Lids and straws next to the dispenser. All she’d give me were cups. “What difference does it make?”

	“Got to say for the computer.”

	I’m not obligated to be a prick all the time. This chick had earned it. “One of each.”

	She slid a finger along the screen. Appeared troubled. Hadn’t so much as glanced at either Caroline or me yet. “Can’t be both. Has to be one or the other.”

	“I want one and the other. One here and one to go.” Caroline wore an expression like she wondered who would stay and who would leave.

	The Taco Bell-ista caught herself before she made eye contact. “They either both have to be for here, or both carry out. Can’t be one of each.”

	“Look at me.” I resisted the urge to go all Chili Palmer on her. “Look at me.” She looked. “Am I not the cus-tomer?” Facial movement I took for assent. “Is not the customer always right?” Like talking to a turtle. “I want one to drink here, and one to take with.” Winked at Caroline to bring her in on the joke.

	The girl looked at me with as much comprehension as if I’d said, fly butter tree cock. “Do you want these for here or to go?” Testy about it.

	“To go.” Chick had drained the fun even out of being a bastard. I hoped her boyfriend was a lousy kisser. 

	We got our drinks and I led Caroline to seats inside the restaurant where the order taker could see us, citing Chap-ter Three, Verses Seven and Eight of The Book of Passive Aggression. Caroline had been quieter than usual all day. Didn’t appear sick, but she was twelve. Pretty soon I’d have to deal with things I didn’t know existed when I was her age. “Everything all right?”

	“You remember the bat mitzvah a couple of weeks ago?”

	“Sure. For Tyler.” Damn, kid. I’m only forty-two. I’d probably remember the only bat mitzvah I’d ever been to for at least another three months. 

	“You know Tyler’s sister?”

	“Lisa, right? Pretty girl. Goes to that private school here in Downers Grove.”

	“She’s pregnant.”

	Spit take. “How old is she?”

	“Seventeen. She’ll be eighteen in a few weeks.”

	“She a senior?” Caroline nodded. “When’s she due?”

	“Sometime this summer. July or August, maybe.”

	“At least she’ll get to finish school with her friends.”

	Caroline said, “No, she won’t,” and I saw something I’d seen maybe twice before: She was pissed. “They’re throwing her out.”

	“Who? Her parents?”

	“Her parents are cool people. It’s that stupid private school. They only let kids whose…farts don’t stink go there. They have some stupid rule about corrupting the morals of the other kids, which is bullsh—” She caught herself in time.

	“Bullshit,” I said.

	“Yeah.”

	“And her parents are putting up with it?” The Meiers were both second-generation lawyers. Senior partners in one of Chicago’s most powerful law firms for its size. Twenty attorneys raking in money so Mr. and Mrs. Meier could afford to stay on the side of the angels in labor and landlord-tenant disputes while still sending their kids to private school. I’d met them both several times. A likeable couple who knew what people could and could not get away with.

	“I guess they signed some kind of agreement about stuff she couldn’t do when they put her in there.”

	“And the school spelled it right out? ‘Don’t get preg-nant’?”

	“Not exactly, but pretty much. It’s some kind of moral standard thing.”

	“And Mrs. Meier can’t beat it?” Ike was the negotiator. Ruth dropped the hammer when all else had failed. They were a hell of a team.

	“Tyler says no. They’d have to go to court to get an in-junction or something to delay the headmaster’s decision and Lisa’d be in the paper and on the news and all she really wants is to be left alone. They’re going to have her tutored so she can get a GED or something.”

	“Maybe they can get her into DG South. North? Which one would she go to?”

	“It doesn’t matter. All her friends are at Yates.” Yates Academy named after Richard Yates, Republican governor of Illinois during the Civil War. His name appeared to remain sacrosanct, though subsequent office holders had made “Governor of Illinois” fall from the lips like “whore-house timekeeper.”

	“You know what really pisses me off?” Caroline said, like what she’d told me so far wouldn’t be enough. “Everyone knows who the boy is, and nothing’s happen-ing to him.”

	I’d heard all I cared to for the time being about Caro-line’s knowledge of the mechanics of human reproduction. If she was old enough to understand why someone other than Lisa Meier shared responsibility for this predicament, she was old enough to understand injustice worse than this happened every day, everywhere. 

	She was also young enough to be allowed to have illu-sions that injustice could be put right if someone wanted it bad enough. My idea of which injustices qualified might differ from the Meiers’.
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	Eric Abercrombie stood my height and had thirty pounds on me, all of it soft. That not inconsiderable mass carried a demeanor befitting a kid who’d cough up his lunch money before the bully asked for it. His shirt crept out of his pants and the knot of his tie was high, but loose. Bulbous eyes and round cheeks reminded me of a frog on a hot day. He sat in one of my visitors’ chairs, the door closed.

	“What can I do you for, Eric?’ He didn’t like people to call him Eric. I didn’t like to be extorted. So there.

	“I need you to look into something for me.”

	“I know. Why didn’t you just tell Sharon what it is?”

	“You and I are the principals of our businesses. It’s proper that we should talk.”

	“Who works on your car when you take it to Pep Boys? Manny, Moe, or Jack?” My comment didn’t rustle his comb-over. “What is it, Eric? I want to get this squared away so we can get the offices switched.”

	His Adam’s apple moved three inches when he swallowed. “I think my employees are having sex in the office after hours.”

	“All of them? At once?”

	“I only have two.”

	I knew that. I knew them both to say hello in the hall, share a story in the elevator. Nice people, but the image of them naked would be hard to shake. I needed to find out exactly where in the office and make sure my desk didn’t go there. “What do you want me to do?”

	“Find out for sure.”

	“Why don’t you just ask them?”

	“I can’t ask them something like that. Besides, they’d lie.”

	“Tell you they are if they aren’t?”

	He glared. “Tell me they weren’t if they are.” His ex-pression added comma asshole at the end.

	“You want me to ask them?” I stated to get up.

	“NO!” For a second I thought I might end up with two eyeballs on my desk. “I want you to prove it. To catch them out for me.”

	I waited until he made eye contact. “You want me—my company—to stake out your office to see if your em-ployees—two very nice people who have been with you a long time, I might add—are getting their freak on? Really?”

	“It’s not right, doing…it in my place of business.” I caught myself before I suggested that might be all they could afford on what he paid them. “And they’re married.”

	“Not to each other, I presume.” This was why I’d wanted Sharon to talk to him. I couldn’t help myself.

	“No, not to each other.” Icicles hung from every syllable. “I can’t have something like that reflect on the business. Adulterous affairs in the office. It would cause a scandal.”

	Eric Abercrombie’s profile wasn’t high enough to rate a scandal. An embarrassment, maybe. Sufficient to give people an excuse not to have their taxes done by a toad, no matter how cheap his rates. “So you want me to catch them in the act. Then what?”

	“You’ll tell me and I’ll…take appropriate action.”

	The idea to talk him out of it crossed my mind without establishing residency. “All right. I will need the hundred dollars, though. Our agreement about the offices is fine between us, but I need some kind of retainer to make everything kosher in case this goes south.”

	Abercrombie froze halfway to his feet. “What could possibly go wrong?”

	“Just for the sake of argument, let’s say I do catch them in the act and they make me out to be a peeper. I need to be able to prove you put me there.”

	“What else would I say?”

	The look I gave him left no doubt what I meant, even if I didn’t say it. “I’ll still need it in writing. With a retainer. Everything shakes out, I’ll give it back. Unofficially. And after the office swap.” A beat. “I may keep a buck. As a memento.”

	Abercrombie left and I started on the reports Sharon had laid out for me. She came in before I could start the second. “Do you have a minute? I checked on Melvin Buchanan.”

	I waved her in. She sat and assembled a sheaf of papers on her lap. Our routine was she’d read a bulleted list as an abstract and leave the details for me to read at my conve-nience.

	“Melvin Buchanan graduated from Downers Grove South High School a year ahead of Becky Tuttle, then went to Bowling Green for a business degree.”

	“Which one?”

	“Ohio.”

	“Okay.”

	“Does it matter?”

	“No. Just wondered.”

	She gave me the look that said I’d better not be in one of those moods where I thought it was funny to interrupt her with trivial or irrelevant questions. I wasn’t. Not after getting that look. “He worked for Mutual of Omaha and Accenture before he started his own company.”

	“What’s it called?”

	“Buchanan Consulting.”

	“Bet he sat up all night thinking of that. What do they do?”

	“HRM systems.”

	“Speak English.”

	“Human Resource Management. Buchanan Consulting helps large companies install—” peeked at her notes, “—cloud-based HR systems. They work most often with Workday, but they’ll also install and manage SAP, Oracle, and—” another peek, “—Infor. Based on what I found, they have more work than they can keep up with and are highly respected.” 

	“And?”

	“Buchanan Consulting’s offices are in the ZIP code where Becky Tuttle’s letters were mailed.”

	“All right.” I sat back and let the leather chair receive me. “You find anything interesting about Buchanan that might be useful?”

	“He has a wife and two kids. Nice house in Hoffman Estates. No criminal record. Good credit. He’s boring.”

	We’d worked together too long for her to get away with it. “He’s not as boring as you let on, is he?”

	I didn’t catch Sharon often. Watched her make a mental note to be more careful next time. “He’s not just Melvin Buchanan.” She paused long enough that I turned my hand over as a signal to go on. “He also passes himself off as Warren Elam.”

	Sharon did that sometimes, let out information in the order she thought most effective to make the point she wanted. I considered waiting her out, knew I’d lose. “Okay. Let’s hear it.”

	“Does the name Elam bring anything to mind?”

	“The best known Elam I can think of was Jack. Very popular character actor in his day. Mostly Westerns. There was a kicker in the NFL named Jason. I seem to re-member a country singer a while back. Nothing that makes any sense here.”

	“Spell it.”

	“E-L-A-M, right?” Sharon held out her hands palms up, flipped them so the left was on the right, palms down. 

	“M…A-L-E. Male spelled backward. So?”

	“Warren Elam is the founder and president of a group called the Union of Concerned Fathers.”

	“Never heard of it.”

	“It bills itself as one of the leading men’s rights groups in the Midwest. Likes to say it’s the most influential in the country, but that’s self-promotion.”

	“Sounds like a support group for child support or custody issues. Maybe single fathers. I don’t see the connection.”

	“That’s what they make a big deal about at the top of their web page. What they do mostly is misogyny. I have their web site URL in there so you can poke around when we’re done. That’ll give you a much better idea than if I just told you.” 

	She laid the folder on my desk. I said, “Because you’re on a roll lately and I might learn something, how’d you make the connection between Buchanan and Elam?”

	“There’s nothing out of the ordinary about Buchanan and his business. I thought I’d dig around to see if I could find his name connected to anything else. This Union of Concerned Fathers is a nonprofit, which means they have to file paperwork with the IRS. Those filings are public record. Warren Elam’s name appears on none of them. It’s all Melvin Buchanan.”

	“I really am not worthy. Any other thoughts on this guy?”

	“He’s a real piece of shit.”

	 

	 

	Sharon was no prude about language. Her description of Melvin Buchanan/Warren Elam was still out of character. We worked with, around, and often for people I had no qualms about calling pieces of shit, sometimes to their faces. I’d never heard her use the term. I set aside the reports and cracked open a Coke from the mini-fridge. Brought up the web site she’d highlighted.

	The home page was about what I expected. Fathers unjustly denied custody or visitation rights, confiscatory child support, presumption of guilt in domestic violence cases. Nothing new to me. Diane and I kept the venom out of our proceedings as much as possible in deference to Caroline’s well-being. As a cop and PI, I’d heard stories and had first-hand evidence of what people could do when pride and money were at stake, consequences to innocents be damned. I’d caught two wives on their knees in judges’ chambers providing extraordinary oral arguments. One of the judges was a woman herself. Responded to my share of domestics as a cop and investigated ongoing situations after I went private, often at the request of a family mem-ber outside the house. I’d seen it all and could prove em-pirically that the data on Elam’s web site was either anec-dotal or cherry-picked. The preponderance of facts would always be against him.

	Things got worse the deeper I went. Articles containing more vitriol than integrity attempted to deplore as unfair and sexist laws passed to protect women—examples of what the authors called “misandry”—because the statutes didn’t treat men and women identically. The articles ignored the fact that women were far more at risk. No mention was made of men who refused to pay child sup-port, stalked women both known and unknown, or intimi-dated their families through size or temperament.

	An article about black feminists that combined misog-yny and racism in equal amounts almost made me say enough. By then I was like a kid who’d found a rotting tree and couldn’t help pulling it apart to see what disgust-ing creature ran out next. They finally overwhelmed even my tolerance for disgust with a page that provided the names, addresses, and phone numbers of rape victims. These doxxings were justified by a claim that the common-ly accepted ratio of false accusations to actual rapes was reversed, raising the standard for a rape charge so high it might as well be legal. Some argued for a redefinition of the term so it would be. Legal.

	I’d wrapped blankets around victims shivering in eighty-degree heat who shrank away from even that caring touch. Women with thousand-yard stares whose minds wandered off in the middle of their statement because they couldn’t go there again, not so soon. Some maybe never. Women who fell apart on the witness stand when defense counsel asked how much they’d fought, or picked at their story because they couldn’t remember small details about an event that terrified them beyond the means to resist or remember. Drugged women who knew only that, what-ever had happened, they hadn’t consented, nor would they have, even if given the opportunity. I couldn’t help but wonder how esteemed counsel would feel about his tactics had someone fed him some roofies and reamed his ass.

	I thought of Eloise Marshall, a big-time lawyer I’d done some work for who told me what her husband had been doing over a prolonged period of time. She didn’t want word to get out any more than her husband did, so I referred her to a couple of lawyers I thought could help her and keep things under wraps. I told her to have the lawyer hire me so any dirt I found would remain priv-ileged. Next I heard of her was on the news after she ran a garden hose from the tailpipe through a rear window of her car and read The Great Gatsby in the driver’s seat while the engine idled in her garage.

	I don’t often remember my dreams except for the few times a year Eloise comes. We’re in my office and she’s dressed as she was that day. Strips and seduces me, gets me comfortable in my chair, then somehow I’m restrained in it. Her husband comes in and makes me watch all the things she told me about before I’d pushed her off onto someone else.

	Becky Tuttle was not going to live in my dreams.
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	I left the office in a mood. A Town Car going south on State Street pushed the light as I stepped into the intersec-tion. I resorted to a favorite hobby and slapped the rear quarter panel with a cupped hand to hear the satisfying thump. Petty, but sometimes small victories are as close to justice as we get.

	This guy stopped. The driver’s door opened and a man wearing a black suit and cap no one but a livery driver would wear got out. He had some size on him and looked like he’d mixed it up more than a few times with limited success. He looked at me across the roof. “What did you do?”

	I rested my hands on my hips. “Get back in the car.”

	“Did you hit this car with something?”

	“Get your ass back in the car.”

	“This is an expensive car, asshole.”

	“Yeah, and it’s not yours. See the guy in the back seat?” The windows were tinted so dark Cirque de Soleil could be practicing in there and we wouldn’t see them. “You’d climb back there and suck his dick if he told you to.”

	The driver passing the trunk, rounding to face me. “You son of a bitch.”

	I positioned my feet. “Slow down and take a look. I am not the guy you want to fuck with.”

	He stopped three feet short. I rested my weight on the balls of my feet, the situation under control. His eyes darted to either side. Spit in my general direction nowhere close to hitting me and walked back around the car. We eye fucked each other, me with a small smile, until he got in and drove away.

	Someone behind me spoke. “All this time I thought you a champion of the working man, coming from that closed down old mill town. Here you are oppressing the shit out of that poor motherfucker just trying to make a living, taking The Man where he want to go in a timely manner. Very disappointing.”

	Finding out Goose Satterwhite had my back took some of the juice out of facing down the driver. Five-ten and about a buck-sixty with short-cropped hair and a goatee to match. Today he wore a tweedy jacket over an Oxford shirt. From a short distance he looked like a professor of African studies from Roosevelt University stopping by for a cold one with the graduate students because he was cool like that. Up close, menace rose off him like heat from a parking lot, even when he smiled. Sometimes especially when he smiled. All he’d needed to do was position him-self in such a manner to imply we were together and Helen Keller would have known to back off. 

	We shook hands. “Did you save me from a beating?” I said.

	He looked in the direction the limo had gone. “Nah. That driver looked pretty infirm to me. You had three inches and twenty years on him. I figured you might come out with a draw if he had a heart attack.”

	Goose was the reason I’d been crossing State Street, on my way to Jimmy Green’s. We got together every three weeks or so to compare notes from opposite sides of the law. He ran what he described as a salvage business. Most of what he salvaged was cash, in the form of uncollat-eralized personal loans that had become delinquent.

	We got almost our favorite stools, near the end of the bar farthest from the entrance. Mallory waited until we sat then switched the nearest TV to the Sox game about to start from Boston. Typical for Jimmy Green’s. She recog-nized us and went out of her way, just as management recognized Chicago’s four major league teams: The Sox, the Blackhawks, the Bears, and the Bulls. We were south of Madison Street. Fuck the Cubs.

	We held up our end of the deal by not making her wait to order a Guinness and a Bass. Mallory left us with menus. She’d be back when we folded them and pushed our glasses across the bar for refills. Not quite Cheers—I doubted she knew our names—but she knew what we liked.

	Goose and I always talked about my job first. So much of his shop talk was potentially incriminating the conver-sation tended to drift after I’d caught him up on the office and Caroline. I took my time laying out the Becky Tuttle situation and what Sharon had learned about Melvin Buchanan/Warren Elam. He sipped his Guinness and wiped foam from his lip. “Men’s rights, huh? I know a little bit. It’s bullshit, mostly.”

	“Now, yeah. I’ll bet the guys who founded the original groups—the ones with legitimate grievances—are pissed.”

	“Like them White Ribbon dudes.”

	“Who’re they?”

	“White Ribbon a Canadian operation, been around since back in the day. Way I understand it, it’s men work-ing to keep other men from doing what men tend to do if nature takes its course. Now there some other group calls itself White Ribbon something, says it wants to stop vio-lence against men and women, but mostly it about si-phoning support from the real deal. Bottom line, they some low-rent motherfuckers.”

	Goose had an unorthodox spectrum of values for a man who earned his living through violence. I knew hardly any-thing of his family except that his sister had been a street-walker badly abused by a string of pimps. I happened onto one of them beating on her in my uniform days. He ignored my polite and reasonable request to cease and desist, so I broke his knee with my baton. The pimp never walked right after that and swore vengeance. He should have offered to pay Caroline’s way through college. Goose had been thirty yards away, closing fast, on his way to kill him when I got there. That’s how we “met,” though we didn’t speak face-to-face until I was the arresting officer on a mayhem charge several months later. No hard feelings: the victim/witness recanted. “Recant” is a popu-lar word on Goose’s rap sheet.

	He read two or three books a week, the hot topic du jour as unpredictable as spring weather. It didn’t surprise me he knew more about men’s rights than I did, given his views on violence against women and his compulsion to learn as much as possible about whatever caught his fancy. He’d probably know even more in a few days now that I’d piqued his interest.

	“That’s what I’m finding out,” I said. “Problem is, this asshole’s a respected businessman with some profile. I hoped the police would sort him out on the down low, but Downers Grove cops won’t touch it.”

	“Your friend the Viet still not talking to you?”

	“We’re getting along better, but he has no jurisdiction. The letters are received in Downers Grove. To me, that’s the crime scene.”

	“Mailed in Chicago, though. Right?”

	“It’s no crime to mail a letter. It is a crime to send threatening or abusive letters through the mail, but that’s federal.”

	“How about that fed you used to hang with?”

	“Retired. Besides, do you really think the feds are going to care about this? They’re in the counterterrorism and official corruption business. Crimes against persons don’t matter unless they can be used to prosecute one of the others.”

	Mallory brought the refills. Goose ordered the Chicago dog with chili. I had fish and chips, onion rings instead of parmesan waffle fries. “What’s the plan?” he said.

	“Beats me. Ordinarily, this kind of situation, I’d try to reason with the guy. Maybe put the fear of God into him. That didn’t work, I’d put the fear of me into him. I try that here and it backfires, he might go public with her double life, which is exactly what I’m trying to avoid.”

	“Kinda tied your hands with that part, didn’t she?”

	“You think? Still, I see her point. She’s not hurting any-one. I understand why she doesn’t want to have to choose.”

	“Anything I can do?”

	I took my time swallowing a mouthful of Bass. “You know I’d never ask you to work a case for me.” I’d only ever approached Goose for help once, and that was a matter of life or death. Mine. Even then all I’d asked for was advice. What he’d delivered went well beyond.

	“Because you can’t, not with my reputation,” he said. 

	“Your reputation? I’m the one that’s killed seven guys.”

	“True dat, but you white. Those all justified. White privilege and shit.”

	“Sorry. I forgot.”

	“We cool. Faulty memory a key symptom of white priv-ilege.” Took a bite of his dog, wiped relish from his chin. “Messy motherfuckers, but delicious. Back on topic, you know you never has to ask. You need me, I be around.”

	“I wondered about that. How do you always seem to know when my, uh, circumstances require your intervene-tion?”

	“Do you tell people your sources?” I shook my head. “Call it my Spidey sense.”

	I really hoped Sharon didn’t call Goose when she thought I needed help. Didn’t think she did. He lived in the center of his own web, working for anyone who needed his services. Even the Outfit used him once in a while. Crime as we know it would end in Chicago if he ever turned snitch. 

	His evasion signaled an end to work talk. I asked how his perpetual home remodeling project was progressing. I had never seen the inside of Goose’s house. Far as I knew no one had, except for the rare contractor called in to do something he couldn’t handle, which was virtually noth-ing. He bought a foreclosure on the South Side, gutted and rebuilt it himself with what he learned from magazines, the internet, and television. He worshipped Norm Abrams as a god.

	“’Member I told you the kitchen floor not right?” I nodded and chewed. “I got to poking around a couple weeks ago, see why the tiles keeps cracking, and the whole underlayment’s fucked up. Had to rip everything out, including everything that touch the floor. Oven, refrigera-tor, dishwasher. All the cabinets. Thought I had a week-end’s work and I ends up with a six-month motherfucking project.” Said it like he’d won a season suite at the United Center.

	“Call me if you need a pair of hands. I was never much good to my dad except for lifting things and handing him tools, but I’m game.”

	“’Preciate it. I think I’m good. I know where to find you.” I had as much chance of getting into Goose’s house as I had of getting into Charlize Theron’s pants. Maybe the closest thing to a confidant he had, I was still part of his professional life, which he kept away from his home with the zeal of a Rottweiler defending a pork chop.

	He looked at his watch. “Time to go. Whose night to buy?”

	“Mine, I think.”

	He swallowed the last of his Guinness. “Nuh-uh. Last time we stayed to watch the end of that hockey game. Triple overtime motherfucker. You paid. This one on me.” He laid money on the bar.

	“Where are you off to in such a hurry?”

	“Mrs. Kulwicki? Next door? Told her I’d watch the place. Take her dog out a couple times a day.”

	“Where’s she?”

	“New grandbaby in Utah or Montana or Idaho or one a them other white people states. Be gone a couple a weeks. She’s a nice lady. Signs for my packages when I’m away. Always say hello when she see me.” I failed to stifle a smile at the thought of Goose Satterwhite, feared collector and enforcer, walking an old woman’s dog, though I had no doubt her house was as safe as a Catholic church in Dublin. “Don’t give me that look. I gots work to do after I puts Muffin to bed. Keep an ear on the grapevine next couple days. Could be repercussions and shit.”
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	The Yates School looked as impressive as its tuition bills must be. The presence of kids everywhere kept it from feel-ing too stodgy, but it was a Stepford kind of vitality. Re-quests for spontaneity required written authorization twenty-four hours in advance.

	Headmaster Oliver Willoughby kept me waiting forty-five minutes. His secretary reminded me several times I had no appointment and he was a very busy man. Lucky for me he was always willing to talk with a prospective student’s parent, in from out of town with only today to see him. My conscience twinged no more than the atoms in a molecule of concrete when I told her that story. 

	Isaac Meier had been no help. He appreciated my call and was grateful for the support, but the law had no remedy. He also didn’t see the need for investigative services even it did become a legal matter. Caroline’s a pleasure, he and Ruth were delighted Tyler had such a friend. Stop by the house any time.

	People who have conniptions over the NSA’s transgress-sions would dig holes, climb in, and pull the dirt over themselves if they knew what a private investigator can access with a paid login to any of several online databases, a case number—real or manufactured—and some patience. I knew Oliver Willoughby’s date of birth, Social Security Number, employment history, military service—or, in his case, lack thereof—wife’s name and employer, the names of his children (Michael, Elizabeth, and Geoffrey), what he drove, his credit score, and how much he owed on his house before I turned in after leaving Goose. A little touch-up in the morning and I was ready for him when I entered his office at one o’clock that afternoon.

	Willoughby was a perfect example of an elitist bending over backward to prove himself a regular guy. His disap-proval of my attire was so slight a less experienced observ-er would have missed it. He apologized for the wait and expressed sympathy at my plight, which he believed to be my wife’s transfer to Chicago. I was looking for a job of my own, checking out Yates while I was in town so we’d know if it should factor into our housing search.

	We spent half an hour touring the campus. Lisa Meier knew me by sight well enough to say Hi, Mr. Forte when we’d bumped into each other at a movie last summer. I hoped she’d not recognize me in an unexpected context, or at least have the presence of mind not to acknowledge me if she did.

	The tour complete, Willoughby and I sat in his office with cups of English Teatime. “Is there anything else I can tell you to set your mind at ease, Mr. Forte? Something the tour failed to address?”

	I sipped tea, replaced the cup on its saucer. Not as sweet as I liked it, but it wasn’t that kind of day. “There is one thing. I’m sure no one is more aware than you of the challenge it is to raise children today, especially a girl. Be-tween peer pressure and the entertainment industry, we need all the help we can get. What is Yates’s philosophy along these lines?”

	“Excellent question.” I’d been tougher than expected during the tour. He appeared grateful for the softball. “Yates has a firmly and carefully worded code of conduct. Bullying, exclusionary behavior, hazing, and fighting are all precisely defined and forbidden. Drug use and ethical study standards are also spelled out and, I’m happy to say, are strictly enforced.”

	“That’s good.” I leaned forward, sat back, then for-ward again, trying to create an impression of a man strug-gling with an awkward question. “There are…certain… uh…let me put it this way: I looked for pregnant girls. Aside from setting a bad example, I wouldn’t want to find out the school’s reputation was tarnished by loose moral standards.”

	“I understand completely. Rest assured we treat those concerns with the utmost seriousness. All students—and their parents—are required to sign an ethics and morals agreement prior to matriculation. It outlines acceptable and unacceptable behavior, and describes the conse-quences, including expulsion. Much of what you pay for here is a spotless reputation, embodied by our graduates, which will accompany your daughter throughout her life.”

	“Outstanding. The last thing anyone wants is to have to watch a pregnant girt walk through graduation.” His aura dipped for a second. “Bad enough to have to explain the basketball under her gown to the younger kids. It reflects badly on everyone in the class.”

	“Indeed.” 

	I relaxed into my chair. “This is a great relief. I expect these standards extend to the faculty and staff, as well?”

	If that affected him, I missed it. “Of course.”

	“The reason I ask, from the custodians up through the administration, the staff as a whole spends as much time with the children as the parents do. More, in some cases.”

	“True.” Willoughby’s face showed signs of slippage.

	“Considering the reputation that’s going to follow my daughter around for the rest of her life—” not that she had a chance of acceptance now, even if we were applying, “—as bad as it would be to see a pregnant girl on the stage, a faculty blemish would be even worse. I mean, they’re here as role models.”

	“True again.”

	“So no one would be happy to find out a faculty member has a tarnished reputation, even a—what do they call them?—youthful indiscretion. You know. Something like a drug arrest in undergraduate school.”

	“I’m sorry, Mr. Forte, I’ve been impolite. I neglected to ask your line of work.”

	“I’m a professional investigator.”

	“Professional? Are you a police officer? Or a federal agent?”

	I shook my head. “Private.”

	Color drained from Willoughby’s face like sand through an egg timer. “Did the Meiers send you?”

	“The Meiers have no idea I’m here, and they never will. That’s going to be part of our deal.”

	“What deal?”

	“Lisa Meier stays in school.”

	“You said the Meiers didn’t send you.”

	“They didn’t.”

	“Who, then?”

	I smiled without teeth.

	“A marijuana arrest thirty years ago—with probation, I might add—is hardly going to cost me my job. I’m sure many Yates parents avoided such a charge themselves only through luck, given our society’s conflicting attitudes.” Already waiting for the other shoe to drop.

	“No argument from me. Not even I’d hold that against you. That pandering thing, though. Pimping out the girls in school and taking a cut, that’s different.”

	“I was not a pimp! What happened there was—”

	“A felony.” I left the word to stink on his desk. “Sen-tence suspended, no doubt thanks to your well-connected family. To be fair, no one was hurt. The girls all entered into it willingly. For all I know they came to you after the word got out you had something going. Still, you were a convicted whoremonger, and I’ll bet it’s not on your resume. Or your application. Is lying on your application a firing offense here?”

	His voice was a whisper. “That happened thirty years ago. I realized my mistakes. Changed my life. If that doesn’t count for anything, then everything we do here—teaching boys and girls to be men and women—is meaningless.”

	“I agree. I expect the parents and trustees may well be liberal enough to agree with us. Your gambling problem…”

	“I do not have a gambling problem.”

	“I can see how you might look at it that way. What you have, in fact, is a losing problem. Second mortgage on the house, stacks of credit card receipts for Vegas, the boats in Joliet. Even Tunica. Mississippi? Really? You’re the one with the Ph.D. in English. Maybe you know a classier phrase than ‘degenerate gambler,’ but that’s the one that sticks in my mind.”

	Willoughby was pale as winter. “What do you want?”

	“Lisa Meier stays in school. At Thursday’s meeting you’ll announce a change of heart. Tell them how among the things Yates needs to embody is compassion. Dress it up however you want. But she gets a pass.”

	“The Meiers didn’t send you.” No doubt in his voice.

	“I told you that already. Twice.”

	“You’d ruin me—ruin my life, my family—for people you don’t even know?”

	“You have my name. You know what I do for a living.” I nodded toward his computer. “Google me. I’ll wait.”

	Willoughby tapped keys and clicked. His pallor grew. Snuck peeks at me as he read.

	“Don’t miss the good stuff. Google my name, plus ‘Licati.’ Then try ‘Volkov’ and ‘Obersdorfer.’ I have time.”

	I don’t think he got any farther than Volkov. “You’re threatening my life?”

	“Don’t flatter yourself. Everyone there, it was him or me. I just want you to know that ruining your life won’t cost me two seconds’ sleep, not with all the other stuff my conscience has rattling around in it. Lest you get the idea of calling what you think is a bluff.”

	Willoughby stared at the monitor. “We straight?” I said. He nodded, still transfixed. “I want to hear it.”

	“Yes.”

	“Yes, what?”

	“Yes, we’re straight.”

	“Yes, we’re straight on what?”

	He tried for indignant, too scared to pull it off. “Yes, we’re straight that Lisa Meier will be allowed to stay in school to graduate with her class.”

	I walked to the door without shaking hands. Paused at the threshold. “And I’m not going to have to come back here because I heard she’s been singled out for any reason.”

	I had to listen hard to hear him. “No. Please leave.”
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	Newcomers weren’t hard to spot at the Union of Concerned Fathers meeting. Their expressions and posture betrayed their uncertainty. Regulars were comfortable and confi-dent and a little impatient. They looked over the newbies as if about to pick teams from a pool of unimpressive prospects for some sort of sandlot game.

	The elementary school multi-purpose room was five times the size needed for the thirty men present. Custodi-ans cleaned the halls and nearby classrooms, banging trashcans and moving desks. I passed who I took to be the principal on my way in. No one unconnected with UCF spoke to any of us.

	A pale guy whose Adam’s apple looked like a third chin called the meeting to order. Read several announcements before introducing a lawyer from Schaumberg named Tillis. He spoke for fifteen minutes about the rights of divorced and divorcing fathers. What to beware of. What to ask for. What to insist on. Of course, how to get in touch with him to get what you deserve. Some in the audience took notes. A few took a business card on his way out. Most looked bored, as if enduring the trailer for a movie that didn’t interest them while they waited for the feature.

	The show they came to see started at a quarter to eight when the emcee introduced Warren Elam to a vigorous ovation. Relatively tall and fit, with thinning dark hair and wire-framed glasses that made his eyes look even bluer and bigger. He wore a benevolent smile as he basked in the applause until it subsided of its own accord. A bit of a cult feel. True Believers ready to follow whoever gave voice to feelings they were too inarticulate to express, which didn’t mean they felt them any less. Some of the newcomers fell into it. Others looked more uncertain than before.

	Elam spoke a few introductory platitudes then cut to the chase. “I want to thank Jeff Tillis for his advice and comments. Laws become more restrictive for men every day and it’s good to see someone who still fights the good fight.” Murmurs of assent too subdued to qualify as Amen. “Income inequality is in the news every day, but money is not the key to happiness. People who think they have less always want more. That’s not news. Where are the investigative reports on gender inequality? What’s that? They’re on the news every day, too? I call bullshit. Those stories have it backward. Women are not the oppressed. They’re the oppressors, and their oppression is aided and abetted by mangina legislators in every state and the federal government.” Pointed to members of the audience as he spoke. “You know the gap is widening. He knows it. You can’t not know it. Political correctness keeps it under cover. I speak to reporters all the time. You don’t see it on the air or in the paper because their bosses are under orders not to let it out. Cost them their jobs to give me equal time.” Held up a sheaf of papers while that sank in. “Some of them were so angry they gave me copies of their research to see if I could get out the word. I told them I’ll do what I can, but I’m going to need your help.” Opened his hands to the audience.

	Not as dynamic a speaker as I’d expected. More of a reader than an orator. Head in his notes except when he appeared to observe a written instruction to look up, point, or shake the “reporters’ notes.” Didn’t matter. He told his audience what they’d come to hear. They provided all the enthusiasm necessary.

	“I see new faces here tonight.” Not until he looked up from his notes he didn’t. “I see the same expressions as always. ‘We hear you, Warren. We know you’re right, but…’ But. Always but. Why but? Because all your life people have told you that men hold the power. Men are the abusers. Men are the rapists. It’s a powerful argument to overcome. Any lie picks up a sheen of truth if you tell it often enough. Lenin knew that. Hitler knew. You bet your ass Gloria Steinem knew. Knows. Can’t remember if she’s still alive or what. Not that I give a shit.

	“The feminists and the manginas talk their talk until there’s no room in the conversation for anything else. Like facts. They can’t afford for the facts to get an airing. You know why? Because facts are not their friend. They’ll tell you two percent of rape allegations are false. Two percent. One in fifty. You know why they say that? Because it serves their purpose. It supports their argument. No study backs that up. No study ever will. You know why?” No one picked up the gauntlet. “Because it’s not true. The real number is forty-one percent. That’s right. Forty-one per-cent of all alleged rapes never happened. Where did I get that number? My number, some call it. Elam’s number. Well, I didn’t make it up. A respected researcher from Purdue University came up with that number. Empirical research came up with that number. That number is a fact.”

	I’d been a cop. Still worked in that industry. Any “re-spected researcher” who’d state forty-one percent of rape allegations were false either worked hard to cherry pick his data, or saved himself a lot of time and made it up.

	Elam went on in that vein for half an hour. Brought up a few men to share their allegedly true horror stories. The atmosphere was part revival meeting, part AA, part under-ground cell. I thought of him more as Elam and less as Buchanan as he went on. I preferred it that way. Be a lot easier to fuck with Warren Elam.

	I lingered after the meeting. Several of the first timers didn’t leave so much as they fled. A few others stayed behind to chat with the veterans, all of whom were happy to evangelize. I wondered what kind of evenings some wives could expect when someone at my elbow spoke.

	“You’re new. You didn’t hurry out, but you’re not mingling, either. What’s your story?”

	Warren Elam didn’t look any more impressive up close. Average height and weight, which left him three inches and forty pounds shy of me. His voice lacked resonance when he didn’t consciously project it.

	I told him I liked to get the feel of a situation. “Besides, why deal with apprentices when I can talk with the master?”

	I’d read too many faces not to see he liked hearing that. “Well, here I am. What do you want to know?”

	“I was a cop on the South Side for a few years. Saw a lot of stuff. No offense, but I have a hard time swallowing that forty-one percent number.”

	Elam started nodding before I finished, talking points already queued up. “No offense taken. I’m the first to admit there are discrepancies between reports. I chose Kanin’s number because it’s close to the median. Even then, it’s close to the median if we stick to the current ‘legal’ definition of rape.” Finger quotes around “legal.”

	“Like I said, I was a cop. I’ve always been comfortable with the legal definition.” No finger quotes. “Help me out here.”

	“Fair enough. Since you were a cop, I’ll assume you’re familiar with the legal concept of contributory negligence.”

	“Isn’t that where, if someone drops a lit cigarette on your porch and the house burns down, but you left paint thinner and gasoline lying around and ignored a gas leak, your damages are limited? Because even though what he did was wrong, it wouldn’t have been as bad if you hadn’t created the conditions?”

	“Exactly. Now let’s say a woman spends the evening in a bar teasing men into buying her drinks. She gets drunk and ends up in some guy’s apartment at two in the morn-ing. By ten she’s at a police station. Even worse, maybe she goes to a rape crisis center, where they’ll coach her in exactly what to say when she does go to the police. Only the man faces consequences, even though no rational per-son would say she didn’t contribute to the situation.”

	I tried to sound as non-judgmental as possible. “Isn’t that the old ‘she was asking for it’ defense?”

	“Not at all.” Elam’s voice stayed level, as if his point were so self-explanatory all he had to do was say it once to convince me. “She begged for it. Do you know almost half of all women admit to having rape fantasies? Who knows how many others do, but lie about it?”

	“I hadn’t heard that.”

	“So you have a woman who fantasizes about getting raped and wants to walk the line a little. She gets drunk and decides ‘what the hell.’ Wakes up in the morning feeling like the dirty little slut she is and needs to clear her conscience. I understand. Everyone does things we’d like to take back. The problem is, she can’t un-fuck that guy, so she has to take him down to prove to herself it’s not her fault.”

	I came here to find out what I could about Elam that might help Becky Tuttle. Now I wanted to bury my fist in his face. What he said was bad enough. The way he said it—as if only a troll could disagree, the poster child for white male privilege—gave me a feeling somewhere between nausea and despair.

	He went on a while longer. I asked perfunctory ques-tions. He referred me to the UCF web site, and another called A Voice for Men, which he referred to as “the leader in the fight against misandry.” I didn’t know what that meant and didn’t ask. He made it sound more like the Magna Carta of misogyny. I made an excuse to leave. Anything I didn’t know I could look up on the internet. First I had a shower to take.
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	A morning spent wading through men’s rights web pages and bulletin boards didn’t do anything to improve my mood. Bad as he was, Elam seemed pretty mainstream as far as the movement went. Presented his misogyny as a counterweight to feminism: “We don’t hate women. It’s the corrupting influence of feminism we’re fighting.” I poked around some other sites, most of which I found from links on Elam’s pages, often with links back. Read enough of that and it’s clear the “feminism is ruining the world” angle is good old-fashioned hate speech, dressed up the way a twenty-first-century racist has learned to say “the urban poor” when he means “nigger.”

	The UCF meeting eroded what little tolerance I had for that bullshit. I needed a break. Still early for lunch, the situation demanded an executive decision. I told Sharon I’d be back later—not how much later—and walked north on Dearborn. Past the Kluczynski Federal Building, named in honor of a man whose only apparent qualifications for getting a building named after him were that he was a Chicago Democrat and he died in office. Bankruptcy Court across the street where, based on news accounts, several thousand union members were in the process of losing their pensions. The Daley Center with the famous Picasso sculpture, site of Jake’s and Elwood’s last stand. The Goodman Theater, where I’d watched the dress re-hearsal for a one-man show that never opened because the star’s crack bodyguard couldn’t keep him alive. (Personal protection work pretty well dried up for me after that.) Crossed the river and walked by the new Dick’s Last Resort, which I guess made the old one over by the lake Dick’s Next to Last Resort. Past Harry Caray’s and the Hard Rock Café until I got to Ontario Street and Portillo’s. Yes, I’d been to the Lombard location just a few days ago. Portillo’s Italian beefs were my comfort food, same as a Southern boy’s biscuits and country gravy or Keith Richards’s heroin. I looked at my watch. Eleven-eighteen. Close enough.

	I finished the McFetridge book while I ate. Sat back and relaxed. Not busy enough yet to earn me the stink eye for hogging a table, but it would be in a few minutes. I called Sharon. Eric Abercrombie wanted to talk to me. I had no more desire to talk to Abercrombie about his fornicating employees than I had to debate Warren Elam on the def-inition of rape. I told Sharon I’d talk to Abercrombie to-morrow—maybe—and that I’d see her in the morning. Hung up before she could ask what was going on. 

	There was a time when only Christmas eclipsed trips to the Brookfield Zoo in Caroline’s mind, and the zoo held the advantage of not having to wait a whole year to do it again. Less of a big deal for her now—school and shop-ping and band and shopping and hanging out with friends and shopping taking more of her time—but there was no reason I couldn’t let the rest of the world kiss my ass for a couple of hours.

	I smiled walking in, remembering all the times I carried her through the gate on my shoulders until she was too big to heft up there, and how disappointed she was when I couldn’t do it anymore. I watched giraffes languidly chew with that side-to-side motion. They didn’t fool me. I’d seen videos of vicious neck fights over prime females. A mother elephant nursed her baby and did what she could to groom him with her trunk, then walked right into the fence like she’d never seen it before. A zookeeper placed new tires in the orangutan exhibit. Maggie and Kecil weren’t sure about this change and stared at the new addi-tions several minutes before making tentative pokes. I knew how they felt. A kit of pigeons gathered in an alcove near the bears’ exhibit to plot world domination, or at least which cars to decorate before the owners left for the day.

	I sat to watch the bears for a while. I liked bears, es-pecially grizzlies. They supported thousand-pound bodies on roots and berries and bugs, with the occasional moose or elk or camper thrown in. All they wanted was for people to leave them alone, and woe betide you if you fucked with them. We were simpatico.

	I left before traffic got bad and stopped at the Jewel on Janes Avenue for potato salad and fresh corn ahead of the after-work rush. Couldn’t remember if I needed milk so I bought a gallon and—what the hell—had to walk past the ice cream freezers where a half-gallon of chocolate fol-lowed me to the register. At least I still thought of them as half-gallons, though three-pint containers had been the norm for years. Fucking terrorists were winning incre-mentally.

	I checked out and stood on the sidewalk trying to remember which row I’d parked in. A young mother passed in front of me with a girl no more than two in the seat of her shopping cart and a boy a couple of years older holding onto Mom’s hand as well as she could make him. The daughter reached around to snatch a bag of cookies from the cart and knocked it out altogether. Mom stopped and bent over for the bag and Junior made a dash for freedom through the pedestrian crossing where all motor traffic was required to stop.

	All but BMWs with drivers on their phones.

	A 535d, silver, sunroof open to the warm day. The driver had a reddish face with silvery-gray hair swept up off his forehead, casual enough to have taken some effort. He never saw the kid.

	He saw all seventy-three inches of me when I grabbed Junior under the arms to swing him up and away from the car. Brakes squealed. The front bumper stopped close enough to dent the crease in my slacks. I checked Junior for damage, found none, and set him down with a tap on the ass in the direction of his mother. Glared through the windshield while my heart rate declined back into triple digits. Mr. Beemer looked put out. I leaned on the hood and let it support my weight while I ground my palms into the finish.

	Mr. Beemer didn’t know whether to shit or frost a cake. Pissed that I held him up, not exactly sure why I had, and worried he might be missing something. I stepped to the driver’s side, so close my pant legs brushed the car’s finish. Rapped on his window. Made the “roll it down” gesture. 

	He didn’t want to. Looked to see exactly where I stood, semi-straddling his side mirror. He’d have to bump me to move. The window slid down.

	I gestured toward Junior bundled in his mother’s arms. The shock on his face had to be from how I’d whisked him away. He’d been no more aware of the car than Mr. Beemer had been of him. “You see the stop sign back there?”

	“I stopped.”

	“My ass, or you’d have seen the kid you almost hit here in the crosswalk. You see the crosswalk, right?”

	“Yeah, I see the crosswalk, goddammit. I’m in it. Now get out of the way.”

	“Who’s on the phone?”

	“What? No one. Now let me by.”

	My voice stayed flat. “Lie to me again and I’ll pull you out through this fucking window. Who’s on the phone?”

	Indignation faded to fear as he began to understand the situation. His eyes flicked to the phone in his hand like he was surprised to find it there. “No one now. I hung up.”

	I gestured toward myself with three fingers. “Let’s see it.”

	“Huh?”

	“Give me the phone.” He was too slow. I snapped it out of his hand. Brought up recent calls. “Who’s Marla?”

	“Marla?” He responded as if I spoke a language he knew only a little and had to translate everything in his head.

	“The person you were talking to. Marla. Wife? Daughter? Girlfriend?”

	“Wife.”

	I pressed redial. Waited three rings. “Marla? You don’t know me, but your husband does. He comes near my daughter again, my lawyer will be the least of his prob-lems. She’s seventeen years old, for Christ’s sake. Put a leash on him.” Broke the connection and tossed the phone onto the passenger seat.

	Mr. Marla’s mouth hung open half an inch as he took stock of what must have seemed a surreal situation. “You’ll be fine if you have no track record,” I said. “If there’s history…well, I guess it depends on how much of a turn the other cheek kind of woman Marla is.” I stepped back from the car. Jerked my thumb in the direction the Beemer pointed. “Drive carefully.”
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	I hadn’t needed ice cream. Making room in the freezer for the new addition when the phone rang. 

	“Hello.”

	“Nick Forte?”

	“Speaking.”

	“The private investigator?”

	“Yeah. Who is this?”

	“Does it say ‘mangina’ on your card, or would that be bad for business?”

	“Who is this?” Checked Caller ID. Blocked number.

	“Did you pawn your penis or sell it outright?”

	I hung up. Dropped my keys and wallet in the bowl on the kitchen island. Slid my gun and holster on top of the re-frigerator. The phone rang again. Another blocked number.

	“May I speak to Nick Forte?”

	“You are.”

	“Mr. Forte, I’m calling on behalf of the Association of Men Who Acknowledge Their Penises and Know What to do With Them. I understand you’re badly in need of our services.” I hung up.

	The calls came every five minutes or so. I stopped answering after the fourth. Unplugged the phone after an hour. Took a shower. Made a dinner of grilled chicken breast, corn on the cob, and cottage cheese. Ate it in the living room while I watched the Pirates on MLB Extra Innings. Greg Brown and Bob Walk calling a game from Atlanta. Walk in rare form, beating on the DH and talking about how Gerrit Cole was a better pitcher than his counterpart on the Braves who threw just as hard. “See? That’s the same pitch McCutchen mashed into the gap his last time up. Belt high, outer half, ninety-six. Cole got a pop-up because his pitch had character.” 

	By the seventh inning the Pirates were into the Braves’ bullpen and doing real damage. I got curious as the game got out of hand and plugged in the phone to see how many messages I had. I knew not to do it. I couldn’t help myself.

	It rang the instant I plugged it in. Guy sounded like he’d had a few. “I hope you’re happy.”

	“Thanks, but you don’t sound like you mean it.”

	“You defend them. I had to quit my job because of alleged men like you.” About two drinks past the ability to pronounce “alleged.”

	“How’d I manage that?” In case I wanted to do it again.

	“Goddamn judge garnished my paycheck.”

	I’d read enough of the web sites not to worry when his logic was not immediately evident. “You quit your job? Because of the garnishment?”

	“Goddamn right. No fucking way does that bitch get my money before I do. I showed them all. I fucking quit. Now let them see how they get their goddamned money.”

	“You quit your job just to avoid paying child support? Isn’t that like cutting off your nose to spite your face?” Sure, it’s a cliché. I wanted to hear the answer too badly to waste time being clever.

	“I ain’t cut nothing.”

	“What’re you doing for money?”

	“Working.”

	“You got another job already?”

	“You think I’m stupid?” I chose not to risk damaging our blossoming friendship. “You think I’d quit a job before I had one lined up? Goddamn right I got a job, and it pays almost as good as the one I left. I come out ahead.”

	I knew better than to engage. Worst case, I might learn something. With luck, I’d have a little fun. “How’d your kids come out?”

	“I love my kids. They got nothing to do with this.”

	“How’s their mother supposed to pay for their food and clothes if you don’t pay child support?”

	“Fuck you, pal. I pay plenty.”

	“No one ever threatened to garnish my wages. Of course, I pay.”

	“I do pay.” A suppressed sound that could have been a burp or a sob or both. “Just not as much as that cunt judge says I should. Fucking dyke. Probably wanted a piece of my wife. Cut her a good deal.”

	Part of me wondered if being a cunt and a dyke were mutually exclusive. A semantic distinction for another time. “Still, how’s she supposed to take care of them if you don’t pay?”

	“Take the dick out of your mouth and listen: I pay. I pay exactly what she should get. Not a penny less.”

	“How far behind are you?”

	“I’m not behind. I pay!”

	“Okay, you pay. My mistake. How far behind do they say you are?”

	“Huh?”

	“They must think you’re pretty far behind if they put a garnish on your wages.”

	“I don’t know. Doesn’t matter. My kids get everything they need. I’m a good father. Ask anybody.”

	I doubted I’d get confirmation if I checked with his wife or the family court. “Okay. You’re probably right. You got the shaft. I feel for you. Would it make you feel any better if I told you I’m seeing the error of my ways and promise not to be a gender traitor anymore? I can’t start till tomorrow, though. I have at least two more calls since we started talking.”

	I pictured the logical equivalent of him counting on his fingers. “Yeah. I guess so.”

	“Thanks. Listen, you ever need something investigated, give me a call. I know you have the number.”

	“Yeah. Sure. I guess.”

	I hung up. Checked messages before the phone had a chance to ring again. Most were hang-ups that didn’t dis-connect before the call went to voice mail. Those who did leave a message didn’t tell me anything I hadn’t already heard. Two more came in while I listened to the others, putting me in mind of the old saw about how if everyone in China marched past a fixed point the line would never end because of the new births that took place along the way.

	About to unplug the phone and hit the rack when it rang. An unblocked number I didn’t recognize. I took a breath. Decided I could fuck with one more asshole before turning in.

	It was Lily.
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	She wasn’t so coy that any confusion existed as to whether this was a booty call. She’d been thinking about me since the other day in the office. More than just thinking. It would be great if I could come over—right now—so she could see if what she’d been “thinking” would be good in person. I didn’t have to bring anything. Chocolate straw-berries, maybe. Or oysters. Maybe oysters would be better. She avoided a confrontation with my shellfish allergy when she decided she didn’t want me to stop anywhere. “Get over here.”

	I took my time driving to her condo on the North Side. The manosphere knew my phone number, so it knew where I lived. Letting some douche follow me to Lily’s place was not on my agenda. Her situation was sticky enough already.

	I parked in a guest space and stood for a minute looking up her front stairs. Remembered the first time I was here. Remembered even better the last time, walking down and away for what I assumed would be forever. Not sure what to think about coming back, but thinking wasn’t why I was here.

	My finger still on the bell push when she answered the door. Stood behind it, her face peering around the corner. Almost clipped my heel when she closed it. Wore a satiny dressing gown that flowed to her feet and nothing else as far as I could tell, and I could tell a lot when she slid my hands inside the material and around her waist and kissed me hard on the mouth.

	I would have remembered had I ever been on either end of a booty call before, so I fumbled for something to say. Not too much: Lily kept my mouth busy. Before I knew it her left leg had snaked up my thigh to the waist. The right swung up in one quick motion, leaving me as her sole support. I leaned back against the door to reclaim my bal-ance. The part of me that would normally have something witty to say—“calm down,” or, “come up for air”—overridden by less conscious urges. Even though I knew she’d done this before—done it for a living—I couldn’t help myself. She knew it, too. The fact neither of us had any illusions about fooling the other didn’t cool the situation.

	I staggered to a convenient couch, tried to lay her down. She wouldn’t unfasten herself from me. I fumbled my belt and zipper loose and she moved to receive me. Bit my ear. “Do it. Hard. Take me.” Her voice low and throaty. My feelings disconcerted me, outside my comfort zone, tensions and frustrations ready for release. I found myself in a place I’d not been before and not sure how I felt about it. My id pushed aside my superego more with each thrust until her urgings were less important than my need to possess her and we finished in a tangled heap. Aftershocks rocked through me.

	Lily sucked my tongue into her mouth, let it out. “Now,” she said, seeming to take ten seconds to finish the word, “take me to bed.”

	Round two no less passionate, though it lacked the same undertone of violence. I forced from my mind any thought of how she’d become so good and creative in bed, let myself go with the moment. When we finished the second time I felt sated and a little foolish for not knowing how to feel about the rest of it.

	She laid her head on my chest, both legs entwined around my left. Random kisses and stray flicks of her tongue on one or the other of my nipples as her fingers played in the hair. “I missed you.”

	“I guess so.” I almost didn’t recognize my voice. “What brought this on?”

	“You didn’t like it?” No offense in her voice.

	“‘Like’ isn’t the word that comes to mind.”

	“What word does come to mind?”

	I made an effort. Settled for, “Nothing.”

	She purred deep in her throat. Moved on top to let her breasts press against my torso. Looked up at me until I held eye contact. “What happened in your office, that was…spontaneous. I went there to thank you but I knew that wouldn’t be enough. I thought maybe I’d buy you dinner. When you told me he was dead I realized how easily whoever killed him could’ve found me and right away I felt guilty. You were the one who’d been in danger. If you’d been there at the same time they came to kill him—”

	“Then the whole thing would have played out dif-ferently. From what I heard the killers were pros. They weren’t going to walk into a hit and not know the situation. They would’ve waited for me to leave. For all we know, they might have.”

	“Still. That’s—I mean, what hit me then was how special you are, of all the men I’ve known. You do things for me and you’ve never asked for a thing. You put your-self at risk—for me—over…what? A random meeting? All you knew was I needed help and you…took care of it with no more thought than if I’d asked you to pick up my mail.”

	“It was the kind of thing best dealt with quickly, so I dealt with it quickly. Don’t make too much of it.”

	She ran her tongue along my sternum. “What you have to understand is that no man has ever treated me like that. Not one. Ever. Every man I’ve ever known wanted me for his own reasons. Eye candy, if I was lucky. Something to make an impression. Most men think of me as an amuse-ment park. Fantasyland. For you to step up like you did—like you always do—I have no experience with that. I wanted to give you something—I needed to give you some-thing. To share something with you. Other men have come to take me. I want to give myself to you.”

	I didn’t have anything to say that wouldn’t sound corny or cocky or falsely modest or clueless or some combina-tion of all four. I felt her heat on me, her nipples stiffening, and my involuntary arousal. I was as much an observer as a participant.

	Lily said something. I asked her to say it again. “Did the police ever get back to you about wanting to know who I am?”

	“Not yet.”

	“Maybe they won’t.”

	“They will. Even if it’s to say they don’t need to know, and I doubt that’s going to happen. I know the cops involved too well to believe that little favor is going to last. Unless they break the case another way they’re going to want to see where your angle goes. They’ll be in touch tomorrow or the next day.”

	“And you’ll tell them?”

	“The bad news is there’s no legal way for me to refuse. I still don’t think they’d charge me with anything but there are a million other ways to break my balls. I have to make a living, which means I interact with a lot of cops. I can’t afford to go out of my way to piss them off. Not with my resume.”

	“You said that’s the bad news.”

	“The good news is I do know these cops. Well. Hanlon’s the lead detective and as big a hardass as I’ve ever known, but he doesn’t talk to the press, or even to other cops he doesn’t trust to keep their mouths shut. Jan Rusiewicz knows the history I have with your mother. Probably already figured out who you are on her own. She’ll tell Hanlon if I stonewall—another reason there’s no upside to it—but she won’t breathe a word to anyone else. Their boss is an old friend of mine, from back in my uni-form days. Unless this case ends up someplace where you have to testify—which I doubt—you don’t have to worry about your name leaking from the police.”

	Lily slid a knee along my inner thigh with the expected result. “What about the people who killed…him? Might they come looking for me?”

	“Most likely they don’t know anything about you.”

	“What if they got a copy of the video? You know, before you got there.”

	Not likely, either, but the question deserved more thought than I could give it if she kept rubbing against me like that. “I don’t know. I guess he could’ve given them a copy to show he had the goods. It doesn’t make much sense, though. Blackmailers keep their collateral close. Last thing they want is for someone else to be able to bleed their mark.”

	“But if they threatened him? They did kill him.”

	“Then you would’ve heard from them by now. I’m not saying it’s impossible, but I wouldn’t worry about it. If something comes up, we’ll deal with it then.”

	She smiled with the up-from-under look seductions have relied upon since before recorded history. “Something has come up.” Slid a hand between our legs to position me, sat up and onto me in one motion. “We better deal with that now.”
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	I might have dozed a couple of hours total between sessions. Drove home for a shower and change of clothes, then back to the office. My eyes felt like I’d collapsed face down onto a beach. My dick was raw and sore and it hurt when it brushed against my pants. I hadn’t felt like this since my army band spent a week in St. Thomas for Veterans’ Day, only two gigs in seven days. Gretl was a German graduate student on vacation, a six-foot blue-eyed blonde with a face, figure, and libido Wagner would have fantasized about. Walking was a burden by the time the parade rolled around. She smiled when we made eye con-tact along the route, not moving any more gracefully than I was. Drill sergeants used to talk about things hurting so good. Nothing ever hurt as good as the aftermath of those three days with Gretl.

	This was different. First, I was twenty years older and fifteen years older than Lily. Gretl and I were about the same age, in similar situations: vacation setting, time on our hands, no commitments, the sex drives of people in their early twenties, and a mutual attraction that coincided with dry spells for both of us. We knew we’d never see each other again, which allowed us to say anything, try anything, and have fun with the moment. No baggage in the room—or on her balcony, on the beach, under the palm tree, in the tent where they kept the beach umbrellas, or in the pool at three in the morning. I was young and in military condition. A cold drink and a good look at Gretl were all I needed to get ready again.

	I had no idea how Lily had kept me going all night, only that it had taken considerable effort. I’d been around too long and lacked the kind of ego to believe it had any-thing to do with an insatiable desire to feel me, and only me, inside her, or that an exaggerated sense of gratitude led her to want to give me a night I’d never forget. I’d been an investigator of one kind or another for over fifteen years. More people had lied to me than most people ever meet. Lily worked as a high-class prostitute when I met her, catering to her clients’ fantasies. She’d misrepresented herself for a living. Not that any of that intruded on my involvement when we were together. I’d intimately inspect-ed every part of her and found nothing to deter even the fussiest straight man, and much to tempt any gay who wasn’t fully committed. I still felt unsure when I closed her door behind me that morning. Of what, I didn’t know.

	Sharon greeted me with an announcement that voice mail was full. I told her to delete any messages at the first hint of illegitimacy. We talked it over and decided to ride it out for a few days. Changing numbers would put a dent in the business for a temporary fix. Once the new number got out—as it had to—the calls would resume.

	I left my office door ajar a few inches, the sign I could be disturbed for something worthy, not just to shoot the breeze. For once I was grateful for the pile of paperwork, electronic and otherwise. The semi-mindless routine held enough of my attention to keep me from pondering things best left alone until I had some sleep, or could at least sit in comfort. The phone calls were more than usual, not stress-fully so. Sharon handled them. I passed the morning think-ing of how happy she would be to see the pile nearly obliter-ated. About twelve-thirty I smelled chicken. Goose was here.

	He didn’t come to the office much anymore. Sharon liked him in her way and respected the parts of him she could live with. Never comfortable with his occupation, she’d developed the idea he was more responsible for my recent trend toward violence than I knew him to be. Delbert tolerated him the way a cop puts up with a snitch: Someone it pained him to have to associate with, with no good means of avoidance. Why Goose and I had started meeting at Jimmy Green’s.

	He nudged the door open with his foot. “Come on, girl. I got them yucca fried you likes so much. You, too, Wyatt Earp. I know you in there. Come get some chicken while it hot.”

	Goose had an underground network for discovering storefront joints with great food that rivaled his criminal connections. Paralleled them in many instances. He dis-covered Pollo Peru on South State, past the old Taylor project, about six months ago. Now he ate there twice a week. Not on my way to anywhere, I made a point to stop any time work took me within a mile.

	Sharon trailed him with plates and utensils. Delbert followed her, his animus for Goose overcome by the scent of fresh Peruvian rotisserie chicken. No conversation while everyone settled in with their food. I passed out Cokes for Sharon and Goose and a Dr Pepper to Delbert. Took a Mello Yello for myself.

	Goose waited until I had mouthful. “Look like you had a rough night.”

	“Tell him, Sharon,” I said between chews.

	Goose waited for her to finish, polite as always. Said, “That’s a bitch and all, but you don’t look like you been up all night answering harassing calls, ’specially since you know how to unplug the phone. You not just tired. You wore out.”

	“You do look a little peaked,” Sharon said.

	“Rode hard and put up wet’s more like it.” Delbert, of course.

	I weighed options. These were three people who investi-gated things—one way or another—for a living. Once they thought someone was holding out on them, they’d feel honor-bound to figure it out. “Lily O’Donoghue called last night.”

	“And?” Sharon said.

	I opened my hands, gave a duh? face. Smirks appeared one at a time. 

	“What time you get in?’ Goose said.

	“Ask Sharon. She was here.”

	Delbert guffawed. Sharon beamed. Goose showed no more expression than usual. “Why is it you the only per-son here not happy for you?”

	“I’m not exactly sure how to feel about it.”

	“I hope you feel at least a little raw,” Delbert said. “God damn, boy, that’s as fine-looking a woman as I’ve ever seen. No offense, darlin’,” to Sharon.

	“None taken.” She turned to me. “If I’m supposed to be the dissenting voice because I’m the woman, I have to dis-appoint you. You needed a night off. This is a good thing.”

	“Is it?” I felt ganged-up on, everyone pestering me to be happy. “The timing doesn’t seem iffy?”

	“The timing’s what makes it seem right. You just got her out of another major jam. She’s probably never had a strong, benevolent man in her life before. It’s perfect.”

	Delbert leaned in to take the floor. “Even if Sharon’s wrong and Lily just has bad taste in men, if she’s gonna serve the meal, least you can do is eat it. Show some polite for a change.”

	As usual, Sharon picked up on something before anyone else. “Haven’t you ever had a strictly physical relationship before?”

	“Not like this.” Part of me thought of Gretl and smiled. I’d never told anyone about her. Even my roommate on the trip only knew I was never there. I didn’t think of her often, but she’d always be twenty-three to me, looking as she did along the parade route on our last day in the islands. 

	“Really?” Sharon seemed almost disappointed.

	“Fun’s fun, but we have work to do.” I looked at each chewing face in turn. “Since we’re all here, what are we going to do about this can of shit Becky Tuttle has opened for us?”

	“You’re not blaming her, are you?” Sharon said.

	“Bad phrasing. We do have to figure her case and these phone calls are connected. The question is, how did these impotent assholes figure out we’re working for her?”

	“You talked to that Elam guy the other day,” Delbert said.

	“I never said a word about her. Didn’t say I was work-ing, or that I was a PI. Hell, I don’t think I even gave him my name. I was just some guy hanging around after the meeting and he came up to me.”

	“Someone put the word out and he’s the logical choice.”

	“No argument, but what do we do about it? What can we do about it?”

	“He’s the one rounded up the posse. He should be able to send them home, right?”

	“Maybe.”

	“Just maybe?”

	I nodded to Goose. He finished his mouthful and wiped his lips with a paper napkin, fastidious as always. “It’s a loose network. No one really in charge. Someone put the word out; the others do what they want. Not like there’s orders given, or nothing. Once they smell blood, they keeps at it till they get bored or something else distracts them.”

	“Is Becky getting the same treatment we are?” Sharon said.

	“Let’s see.” I dialed the Tuttles’ number. Voice mail. Asked her to call me on my cell, which was so far uncom-promised. “Let’s hope the fact we haven’t heard from her means they don’t have a problem.”

	“What do we do in the meantime?” Delbert said.

	“We agree it’s Elam—Buchanan, whatever—who’s behind this, right?” Nods all around. “I’d like to show him this shit ain’t free. He uses different names and keeps his men’s rights activities isolated from his respectable business, which means he can’t afford his secret life to get out any more than Becky can. We threaten to expose him, maybe he backs off.”

	“That could stop the letters,” Goose said. “Not the calls. Like I said, this ain’t a hierarchy and shit. He might not have the juice.”

	“There’s another problem,” Sharon said. “We haven’t heard from Becky, so we’re hoping she hasn’t been tar-geted yet. If we threaten this guy and he doesn’t see any good options, what keeps him from blowing her cover? Remember, protecting her is why we were hired in the first place.”

	“Is it?” Delbert said. “We signed on to stop those letters. We go after him it might solve both problems; our phones and her mail.” I’d wonder if his middle name was “Contrarian” if I hadn’t seen his tax forms.

	“That’s like destroying the village in order to save it,” I said. “The letters are a symptom. Protecting her privacy is the case, whether the contract says so or not.”

	“I’m not disagreeing. Just wanted to look at it from a different angle. We’re stuck where we are.”

	That I agreed with. The few options we had were weak and unpalatable. Lunch eaten, debris stuffed in the trash, the smell everywhere. It went against my principles to end a meeting without any resolution, or even action items. Wait and see didn’t qualify. Fishing for something to say when the outer door to Sharon’s office opened and I caught a glimpse of red hair.
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	Mad Shea wore loose-fitting slacks and a long blazer over a relaxed blouse that matched her eyes. Flats, of course. Women who describe themselves as five-eleven-and-a-half are always at least six feet tall and self-conscious about it. I rose to shake her hand and found myself looking her straight in the eye, me standing six-one in sneakers. Not just tall, Mad was big-boned for real, not as a euphemism for fat. I felt the muscles in her hand and forearm as we shook, saw by her posture she was solid everywhere. Madeline Shea could take care of herself.

	I introduced her around and everyone made appropriate returns to their workdays. Mad and I took seats. “If I dropped the ball, I apologize,” I said. “I know we were talking about sharing information, but it’s been a hell of a week.”

	“We’re good. We did talk about sharing, but you left a card on your way out of Eldrick’s that night. I took that to mean I should call. I was downtown and tried to, but all I got was voice mail. It was a nice day and I had the address, so I thought I’d walk over. I hope this isn’t a bad time.”

	“It’s fine. Sorry you couldn’t get through. We’re having some issues with the phones today.” I leaned back. Dry washed my face. “It’s probably me who should apologize to you, the way I bolted out of there.”

	Mad shook her head. “You were working.”

	“That wasn’t why I left.” I gave an abstract of my history with Lily and the events after I left Eldrick’s, finishing with the visit from the police the next morning.

	“You were there that night?” Her look was a combina-tion of respect and curiosity. “Things happen around you, don’t they?”

	“That’s one way to put it. Between us, I could use a little peace and quiet.”

	“If you say so.” She gave me a look that might have meant something. “Let’s see if I can clear your plate a little.” Placed a thumb drive on my desk. “This should be everything you need to put Paul McConnell right where your client wants him.”

	“Perfect timing. I spent the morning catching up on my own paperwork. What you need for your case is in there, even more than expected.”

	“More?”

	I winked. “My inobservant operative? Andy? He hap-pened onto Mr. McConnell changing a tire for some sweet young thing in the company parking lot. Had the presence of mind to get some video. Is changing a tire outside the realm of what he claims to be able to do?”

	“Comfortably.” Her turn to wink. A dimple smiled at me from her left cheek, drawing my attention to faint freckles I’d missed before. “Are you willing to have your man testify?”

	“Will…Midwestern Casualty?” She nodded. “Will they let you testify on their nickel? Barbara McConnell isn’t ex-actly flush and her lawyer’s pushing the budget pretty hard. I charged her our going rate and I’ll eat the expenses. I’d like to help her out with the court costs if I can.”

	“That should be fine. My boss is a good guy. He’ll be all over this after I tell him the exorbitant rate you were going to charge for your man to testify before I bargained you down to an even trade. Especially when I remind him how much money this tire changing video’s going to save us.”

	“Thanks. I owe you one, even though it’s apparently you I’m doing the favor for. I appreciate it.”

	“Do you do that often? Cut your clients a break?”

	“Depends who you ask. I say no. Some in this office would disagree.”

	“What’s your criteria? Don’t feel like you have to answer. I’m just curious. Okay, I’m nosey.”

	“Occupational hazard. It had nothing to do with her being a woman, if that’s what you’re wondering. Well, maybe indirectly. She’s a single mother. Every dollar she sends me is a dollar she doesn’t have for her kids. I sub-scribe to the university philosophy of costs. My rates are higher than they need to be so those who can afford it sub-sidize those who can’t. At least a little.”

	“I guess you can do that when your name’s on the door.”

	“I was tempted to join a big firm when things got tight here a few years ago. Couldn’t go through with it. That’s part of the reason why.”

	“It’s as good a reason as any. It bothers me a little sometimes, how often we’re not so much investigating as finding ways to cut our losses.”

	“Forte Investigations is expanding. You ever want to drop off a resume, you know where to find us.”

	Mad Shea made me comfortable, and I hadn’t felt com-fortable about much in quite a while. I was searching for an innocuous comment to keep the conversation going until I could leave for the day without feeling like I tanked altogether when Sonny Ng walked in.
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	He shook my hand before sitting in the chair Mad had vacated. At least that was something. “Crowded in here. Business must be good.”

	“Moving down the hall to a bigger office next month.” I had a plan that should make everyone happy. If not every-one, me. Eric Abercrombie left early the third Wednesday of every month for an association meeting. I’d go over and get the two lustful employees together and lay out the situa-tion for them as gracefully as I could. Or talk Sharon into it. Get them to cool their ardor for a week while the cameras rolled. I’d turn in a legitimate video of no hanky-panky to put Eric’s mind at ease. He’d sign off on the move to put my mind at ease. With luck, the employees would get the message and move their amorous encounters elsewhere. Or not. Once the swap was complete I didn’t care if they went at it on Eric’s desk while he was working. “Been a while since you were here. I’d started to wonder if you forgot where we were.”

	“I had no reason to come.”

	“You do now?”

	“I don’t want to put Rusiewicz in a bind. We need the name of the woman you were with the night Brady got clipped.”

	Knowing this was coming didn’t make me like it any better. “You understand I have to make this look good.”

	“Don’t get carried away. I have work to do.”

	“You know she didn’t have anything to do with it.”

	“No reason to think she did.”

	“And she knows nothing about it.”

	“Don’t see why she would,” he said. I opened my palms to prompt him to lay it out for my conscience. “She might know things. Something he said. Someplace they met. We’re stuck.”

	“It’s an Outfit job. It won’t close and you know it.” Sonny’s lip twitched. His idea of a grimace. “But you still want me to tell you.”

	“Because it’s how things work. We’ve been getting along better lately. Don’t ruin it.”

	I watched Sharon type for thirty seconds so I could tell myself later I hadn’t rolled over immediately. “You re-member the case I had a few years ago? Personal protect-tion for an actor who got killed anyway?”

	“The guy with that Maltese Falcon show.”

	“Right. His manager killed him. He was sleeping with her daughter.”

	“The story you gave us left that last part out.”

	“The mother killed herself to keep the daughter’s name out of it. I owed her that much.” About half the truth, but the half that mattered.

	“You had a thing for the mother, didn’t you?”

	“Not the way you mean. I liked her, but she had the kinds of problems that can only drag the other person to her level. She deserved better than she’d got, though. Keeping the daughter’s name out was what I could do for her.”

	He took a second to decide how much to believe. “So it’s the daughter. The one you saw that night.” I nodded. “What did Brady have on her?”

	A deep breath before I reminded myself who I was talking to. “The girl used to be a hooker. Top shelf. Brady had a video that would ruin her new life.”

	As close to a smile as Sonny got. “If I could respect anyone for a failing, it’d be you. You make up your mind someone deserves your help and they get it. What’s her name?”

	I wrote Lily’s name, address, and phone number on a pad. “I suppose you’d rather I didn’t bring her in.”

	“I want you nowhere around. You’ve had plenty of time to coach her. I don’t want it too fresh in her mind.”

	“Does she need a lawyer?”

	Sonny shook his head. Lower lip pouted a quarter of an inch. “Hanlon did you a favor on this. You owe us.”

	“I know.”

	“Don’t tell her I was here or that they’re coming. We gave her a chance to skate as a courtesy to you. Now that they have to talk to her, I want it to be straight up.”

	“That’s fair.”

	He stood. Inspected the office. “Annie wants you to come to the house for dinner. The kids haven’t seen you for a while.”

	“Annie wants?”

	“She doesn’t know what I know.”

	“Ahhh.”

	“I either have to invite you or tell her.”

	“Uh-huh.”

	“I won’t ever tell her some of that. So, next week?”

	“Next week’s good.”

	“Tuesday?”

	“Tuesday works.”

	He nodded to himself like we’d passed some milestone. Stopped a few feet short of the door. “You drop a body—any body—between now and then, the invitation’s can-celed.”

	I stifled a smile. “I’ll do the best I can.”
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	“It’s a what?”

	“A labradoodle. You know, half poodle and half Lab.”

	Miniature golf night at Ziegfield Troy on 75th Street in Woodridge. Caroline’s handicap down to two a side, though she could wait until after our first shots on each hole to decide if she wanted a stroke. “Which half is Lab and which half is poodle?” I said. “Or are they all dif-ferent?”

	She’d learned to ignore some of my comments. The per-centage grew annually. “They bred them for guide dogs.”

	“Don’t they have shepherds and real Labs for that?”

	“Labradoodles are hypoallergenic.”

	“You kiss your mother with that mouth?”

	“It just means people who are allergic to dogs—like me—aren’t allergic to them.”

	“How do they magically become hypoallergenic?”

	“That’s the poodle half.”

	“Why don’t they just use poodles for guide dogs?”

	“Can’t. Too high-strung.”

	I paid for our putters. She took a green ball, as always. I settled for royal blue. “You pick out a name yet?”

	“Leo.”

	“Leo? For a dog?”

	“Mommy thinks labradoodles look a little like lions. The color, I mean.”

	“Smaller, though. Right?”

	She gave me that look. “Yeah.”

	“Easier to get along with?”

	“What do you mean?

	“I mean, are there verified reports of labradoodles eat-ing people? I don’t mean people who were already dead and the dog figured it was them or starvation. What I want to know is, has a labradoodle ever hunted a person down, killed them, and then dragged the carcass some-place quiet to eat in peace?”

	She addressed the ball on the practice green. Lifted her head to stare at me. “No.”

	“Well okay, then. Sounds like a good idea.”

	She won the front nine, as usual. The back nine at Ziegfield Troy was more to my liking. More important, Caroline couldn’t play with a lead. The closer she got to victory, the tighter she gripped the putter. Her stroke lost its natural smoothness. The handicap ensured we each won about half the time, but if I took the lead past four-teen, the match was mine. I owned the last four holes.

	She aced eleven. I made a six-footer to cut the lead to two on thirteen. A group of four-year-olds held us up on the fourteenth tee. Gave me time to pay attention to some-thing I noticed around the fourth hole.

	“Look back there.” I pointed with my putter to the driving range behind the mini course. At the closest point to it now, I could see for sure what I’d wondered about earlier. “Guy in the blue shirt and cut-off jeans. Hitting irons.”

	Caroline looked. “What about him?”

	“See the girl next to him?” Pretty girl with long, light brown hair. Late high school to early college age. Re-minded me a little of what I expected Caroline to look like.

	“Yeah?”

	“What are they doing?”

	Caroline looked at me like it might be a trick question. “He’s hitting balls.”

	“What’s she doing?”

	“Waiting?”

	I shook my head. “They’re on a date.”

	Caroline looked again. “What makes you think so?”

	“Look how she’s dressed. Look at her makeup. She was expecting to go somewhere and ended up here, watching him hit golf balls.”

	“Maybe they’re going somewhere after this.”

	“Maybe. Even if they do, he’s either going to have to change clothes, or she’s going to be overdressed. This is not how she expected to spend the evening. Look at her face. How’s she look?”

	Caroline took her time. “Bored.”

	“It’s worse than just bored.”

	She looked again. A cop’s kid, in her way. She knew how to be observant. “She doesn’t look happy.”

	“She’s sad, Caroline. She got all ready to go somewhere and she ended up at a driving watching her selfish douche boyfriend work on his irons. Remember this: If you ever find yourself in a situation like she’s in now, call me. I’ll come and get you. Doesn’t matter what time or where. Don’t ever put up with that.”

	The green had cleared. I stepped up and drained the putt dead center. Thirty feet if it was an inch. “You hear that, kid? That’s the old man coming up behind. Only one hole back with four to play.”

	 

	 

	We picked up dinner at Doggie Diner. Caroline so much like me in some unexpected ways—Steelers and Penguins fan, Wise potato chip junkie—I sometimes forgot she was an Illinois native. Took her hot dogs Chicago style, which meant topped with a salad. Poppy seed bun? Fine. Mus-tard and onions? Of course. Relish? Not my taste, but that’s me. Pickle, tomato, and sport peppers? Please. I took mustard, ketchup, and onions and we watched each other eat as if the other had a bowl of goat brains and aardvark testicles.

	Both of us on the couch, meals laid out on the coffee table. Tonight’s lesson in cultural literacy was Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. I’d taken it upon myself to educate Caroline about movies she might otherwise miss that included cultural references she’d enjoy being aware of. Last week she loaded a sundae with enough whipped cream to support a bowling ball. I made what I thought was an appropriate comment: “Think you used enough dynamite there, Butch?” She stared at me like I was speak-ing Russian. Ergo, tonight’s movie.

	I dropped a fry onto the floor. Scooped it up and ate it in one fluid motion. She glared. “Five-second rule,” I said.

	“That’s disgusting. You’ll get sick.”

	“Am I ever sick?”

	She thought and chewed. “Sinuses count?”

	“No.”

	More thought. “Not too much, I guess.”

	“Okay. Now, are you ever sick?”

	“Not much.”

	I stared in exaggerated disbelief. “You miss school at least twice a month and there’s hardly a week goes by I don’t hear about some malady you have to overcome.”

	She mumbled something that might have been, “Yeah, okay.”

	“Have you ever wondered why I’m never sick and you always are?”

	“I’m not always sick.”

	“Almost always.’

	She decided to get it over with. “You better tell me.”

	“Your immune system doesn’t get enough exercise. You live in a bubble. Body wash. Hand sanitizer. Sterile setting on the washing machine. You almost had a stroke when I put ground beef in the mixing bowl you use for making cookies.”

	“Do you know what’s in raw meat?”

	“As a matter of fact, I do. I also know my…less than sanitary habits—”

	“You mean unsanitary.”

	“Call them what you want, but my immune system is active. Flu virus knocks, my body remembers those M&Ms I ate from under the couch and it’s ready. Flu virus is no challenge compared to some of the stuff I put into my body voluntarily. In your case, some piddly bacteria a kindergartner should be able to handle comes along, your immune system is like, ‘Oh my God! Now what the—what are we going to do? Game over, man! Game over!’” Made a mental note to order Aliens for next week. No, the week after. Alien first. 

	She stopped eating to give me her full attention. “That’s the dumbest thing I ever heard.”

	“It’s clearly true. You’d like nothing better than to live in a clean room at some microprocessor plant. I’m a pig. You’re always sick. I never am.”

	“I’m not always sick. And besides, that’s not why.”

	“Sure it is. Occam’s Razor.”

	“Who’s razor?”

	“Occam.”

	“Who’s Occam?”

	“Was. Some monk. Been dead at least five hundred years.”

	“Did they even have razors then?”

	“Doesn’t matter. It’s not that kind of razor. It’s a logic thing. Means the least complicated solution is most likely.” Close enough for my purposes. “Since I have pro-vided a simple, elegant solution, it’s up to you to provide a compelling counterargument or accept defeat.” Took a substantial bite, wiped condiments from my lip.

	“Dad. Some of the stuff you do…it’s not safe.”

	I let her watch the twinkle in my eye while I finished chewing. “You’re right, though I exaggerate sometimes. Here’s the thing to remember: if everything that could kill us, did, there’d be no one left. Think about that.” I pressed the button on the remote, already remembering the cool things I’d soon be able to say and she’d understand.

	Butch and Sundance were slinking back to Etta’s place—har har—when someone knocked on my door. Too assertive to be neighbors. In light of last night’s events—all the phones were unplugged—I didn’t want to alarm Caro-line. Paused the movie and said, “Who are those guys?” We shared smiles and I opened the door to find two Bolingbrook cops. Patrol units in the driveway blocked the garage door.

	“What’s up?” I said.

	The shorter cop spoke. Forties, middle not as tight as it used to be. Sergeant’s stripes. “Excuse us, sir. Sorry to bother you around dinner time. Is there a woman here? In the house?”

	“What’s this about?”

	“Just answer the question, sir. Is there a woman in the house right now?”

	“My daughter’s here. We’re—we were—watching a movie.”

	“Can we see her?”

	“Maybe. Give me a clue what’s going on.”

	“We just want to make sure she’s all right.”

	I saw Caroline stand from the corner of my eye. “Stay right there.” Then, to the cop: “Why would you think she’s not?” Calm as I could be, going for reasonable.

	“We don’t think anything, sir.” No argument from me. “We just want to be sure.”

	“Is this the night you stop at every house on the block and make sure all the women are safe?”

	“No, sir.” I had to give him credit. Same demeanor as when I opened the door. The younger cop had his holster flap open.

	I started to put things together. “You got a call. Domes-tic disturbance. Woman screaming like someone was beat-ing hell out of her. Or worse.”

	“I’m making no accusations, sir. We’re just here to check things out.”

	“And you know who I am. Which is why they send a patrol and a supervisor and why your partner there is ready to throw down if he loses sight of either of my hands.”

	“You’re making too much of this, Mr. Forte. Just let us see everyone’s okay and we’ll be on our way.”

	“Caroline, come on over here.” She did, her expression between fear and bewilderment. I spoke again to the sergeant. “I’m going to walk out to the street so I can’t hear. Then you and Officer Getze can ask her anything you want.”

	The sergeant—Edgerton—made a hole. I walked to the end of the driveway and looked away from the house. Heard the undertones of conversation before he called me back. “We’re sorry about this. We got a call and we had to check it out.”

	“No offense taken. While you’re here, you have my per-mission to walk through the whole house. Go anywhere you want. Make sure there are no battered victims lying around.”

	“That won’t be necessary, Mr. Forte.” Edgerton not sure if I was jagging him. “Your daughter told us every-thing we need to know.”

	“I have my own reasons, Sergeant. I’m about to ask you a favor.”

	“You know how it works. You can always ask.”

	“The call that sent you here.” I gestured to the surround-ing houses. “It didn’t come from anyone local, did it?”

	“I really don’t know.”

	“Do me a favor and check. I know you can’t tell me, but check. I guarantee you it wasn’t from a neighborhood number.”

	“Could’ve been from a cell.” Getze not as convinced of my innocence as Edgerton.

	“Check the number. See if whoever made the call lives around here.”

	“Could be a visitor,” Getze said.

	“Why do you ask, knowing we can’t tell you?” Edger-ton said.

	I made sure Caroline was inside. Filled them in on recent phone situation. “That’s horseshit,” Getze said.

	“Tell me about it. It doesn’t worry me much if this is the best they can do. I would like it on record, though. In case anyone decides to raise the ante.”

	“I’ll look into it.” Edgerton looked like he would, too. “We take a dim view of prank calls. We see any evidence that’s the case, we’ll take care of it.”

	So would I.
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	I was proud of how I kept my cool the next day. Dropped Caroline at school. Drove downtown thinking of anything that kept my mind off the men’s rights movement. Pirates’ pitching rotation. What to make for supper. Logistics for a trip Caroline and I were planning to see my brother in Colorado. About floored Sharon when I told her I’d cleared the paperwork backlog and she should try to keep up. Grateful for the fact Delbert and Andy were out of the office, relieving the temptation to vent, which would only rev me up again. I had no intention of letting things slide and even less of letting my glands talk me into something half-assed.

	I lucked out when I peeked into Eric Abercrombie’s office and found him out and both lustful employees fully clothed and hard at work. I gave them the Readers’ Digest version of the situation and cut off their protestations of innocence, which I knew were bullshit from the looks on their faces. Told them there’d be cameras here starting tonight and for an as-yet undetermined time afterward. Figured I owed Eric the vague time frame. He did have a point about screwing in the office. Left them to sort things out and spent the afternoon helping with computer back-ground checks to keep my mind occupied.

	Keeping my mind occupied ceased to be a problem when Michael Touhy stepped out of a dark SUV standing at the curb of Dearborn Street as I walked to my car. Touhy ran most things north of the city for Dominic An-nunciato. He stepped away from the SUV and left the door open. “Get in.” Two other guys already in the car.

	My health insurance didn’t cover getting into large vehicles with Outfit associates, Affordable Care Act or no. “What do you want?” 

	“I want you to get in the fucking car like I told you.” Touhy took a breath. Softened his tone. “If I wanted you gone, you’d be gone already. We’ll bring you right back here and you’ll walk away under your own power. I give you the Big Man’s word.” I shot him a look. “He knows I’m here, and why. He takes an interest in you. It’s not a free pass, but anyone has a beef with you needs to clear it with him. Now get in.”

	Time was when Tony and Joey would make themselves seen writing down the license and vehicle description and as much as they could see about Touhy. My eyes looked back involuntarily toward where the garage used to be. Took a breath and gave what I hoped came across as a nonchalant shrug. 

	It was close in the back with Touhy, even in the big car. He’d been a hell of a high school football player, with the size to play offensive tackle and the speed to play defensive end. Second-string as a sophomore at Northern Illinois until he tore up his knee in spring practice. He didn’t like rehab enough to get back into football shape and only tolerated school so he could play football. The strength had stayed with him, covered in layers of what happened to active men whose activities don’t keep pace with their appetites.

	The driver took us northwest to an industrial park/ warehouse-looking building off Irving Park Road about a mile from O’Hare. Everyone went in through an unmarked entry door next to a roll-up that led to a small warehouse with rows of miscellaneous goods I assumed had fallen off trucks. Mickey’s crew probably collected them to protect the rightful owners from littering charges.

	The muscle stayed in the warehouse. Mickey and I sat in the small office. He offered me a drink. I said, “It’s not going to be any of Dominic’s grappa, is it? You can clean drains with that shit.”

	Touhy laughed. “You still got those brass balls. Lucky for you I agree. This is Bushmills. I hear you’re more Irish than Italian. You should like it.”

	I’d have liked a Bass better. It seemed improvident to decline his hospitality. “That the sixteen-year? I actually like it better than the twenty-one. Not sure why.”

	“It’s the wop in you.” He poured two generous drinks, slid one across the desk. “Slainte.” Better than I remem-bered it. I thanked him and asked what he wanted.

	“Word is you were the last person to see Billy Brady alive.”

	“Close. At least one person, probably two, saw him after I did.” Touhy raised his eyebrows. “Whoever killed him.”

	“Semantics. What was your business with him?”

	“Personal.”

	“What kind of personal business?”

	“Personal. As in none of your fucking.”

	A tight smile. “The old man said I couldn’t kill you. He didn’t say nothing about busting you up, you broke my balls. I’m owed money, which means he’s owed money. You might have information we need to collect it. We both know you’re going to tell me.”

	We both did. Mickey Touhy’s encouragement would be a lot more severe than some piddly-assed contempt cita-tion. It made sense he’d already know most of what I could tell him. “Brady was a blackmailer. He had the goods on a friend of mine. I cleared her up. That’s all.”

	“So it’s you formatted his hard drive. I ought to sort you out just for that.” He paused as if for thought, then beamed with magnanimity. “What the hell. You had no way to know, and I like you. So, bygones. Who’s the friend?”

	“Come on, Mickey. You think I’m going to get her out from under Brady just so I can give her to you? You might as well call the boys in now. Save us all some time.”

	Touhy sat up straighter. “What did Brady have on her? In general terms.”

	“He had a video that could ruin her career if it got back to the wrong people.” Thought about how much to tell. “She was a hooker back in the day. Did things she’d rather not have to admit to now. Her mother and I were…close. The mother’s dead. I tried to do her a favor by helping the daughter out.”

	“You look at the video?”

	“She’s a friend. She’s entitled to her privacy.”

	Touhy laughed. “You kill me. You really do.”

	“I’m hoping it won’t come to that.”

	That quieted him and bought me a sharp look. Then he laughed with even more enthusiasm. “No wonder the old man likes you. Okay, so as far as you know, Brady came into this video—however he did it—and was squeezing your friend. That’s it.”

	“As far as I know.”

	Touhy slumped in his chair. Took a few seconds making up his mind about something. “You’re right, as far as it goes. Brady was a blackmailer, but if he was putting the bite to your woman friend he was branching out.” My stomach slipped a foot. “His main gig was running a honey trap. Worked with some serious cooze to set up married men and bleed them. You say your friend used to be a high-class whore?”

	“I didn’t say high class.”

	“But she was. Wasn’t she?”

	It crossed my mind, but the more lies you tell, the more likely you are to dig a hole. “Yeah.”

	“Interesting, your friend who just happened to be a pro and all. How’s she holding up?”

	“She’s still attractive, but the days she could charge a grand a pop are behind her.”

	Touhy finished his Bushmills. Poured himself another. Gestured toward me with the bottle. I passed. Having been on the other side of an interrogation’s waiting game as often as I had didn’t make me any more comfortable. 

	He took another sip. Swished it around his mouth. Swallowed. “Here’s the thing: Brady and this broad had this honey trap scam going, but they weren’t kicking up. Now, someone does that and they’re new to the game—you know, naïve—I’d just charge him a fine and make sure he understood the rules. Brady knew better, as in eight weeks on crutches knew better. And he was still stiffing us. Word of that gets around and other guys get the idea they don’t have to pay, either. We don’t like to make examples because dead men don’t pay worth shit. We made an exception for Brady because he had a partner.”

	If my stomach fell any lower it would be laying on the chair.

	“Everyone knows you’re a stand-up guy, Forte. The old man likes you. Hell, I kind of like you. Still, money’s money. Brady owed. Now he’s gone, so his partner owes.”

	“What’s that got to do with me?”

	He gave me a smile I didn’t like at all. “We were squeezing Brady. Then, all of a sudden—you know, out of the blue—you show up and get this mysterious friend of yours off the hook. How’d you do it?”

	Touhy or someone close to him had been there. “I cut off his tie and shoved it down his throat. Told him I’d let him smother if he didn’t give me the money he’d taken and the videos. Then I formatted the hard drive just like you said.”

	Touhy filed the method for future reference. “Scare him enough he’d never go near her again.”

	“That was the plan.”

	Still feeding me that smile. “It’s a hell of a coincidence. Him needing money to pay us, picking up a chunk of it, and the twist he gets it from just happens to be an old friend of yours and a retired hooker to boot. You see where this goes, right?”

	“I see. It was a coincidence, though. I happened onto her while I was working a job, had no idea she’d be there. Nothing was set up between us.”

	“I never thought anything was. What I do think is this broad you helped out wasn’t a mark. She was the partner. Understood she was in a jam and knew Billy Brady was our only connection to her. Maybe he threatened to tell us who she was and—like I said, out of the blue—you come along and she sees a way out.”

	“That assumes a lot.”

	“I’m an assuming kind of guy. The real problem—for you—is I pretty much made up my mind that’s what hap-pened. So you’re either going to tell me who she is, or I’m going to assume you’re the new partner and collect from you.”

	“Think about it, Mickey. Do you really see me running a scam like that?”

	A thoughtful pout. “No. But I can see you covering up for her and to me that’s the same thing. See, someone owes me money. She’s the one that should pay, but your money will spend just as good. You know me, too. I didn’t pick your name out of the phone book. I’m a reasonable man. Convince me I’m wrong and I’ll look elsewhere.” That smile again. “Convince me.”

	“Give me an idea of what you have and I’ll see what I can do.”

	“Uh-uh. This ain’t court, with discovery and motions and shit. Prove to me your friend ain’t Brady’s partner.”

	“Prove a negative? You know better than that.”

	“There’s ways.”

	“The only real way to prove someone didn’t do some-thing is to prove someone else did.”

	Touhy opened his hands and raised his eyebrows. “See? Simple. You got a week.” Called in the thugs from the warehouse. “Give him a Number Two. No marks, no hos-pital. Just something to help him remember we ain’t fuck-ing around here.”
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	Mickey Touhy was as good as his word. The SUV dropped me off within ten feet of where they’d picked me up. I got out under my own power, though it took longer than it had to get in. His boys were pros. Nothing was broken. No bruises would show in public. I’d hurt for a week.

	I waited until they were out of sight before I walked to my car. Called Lily. She answered on the first ring. I said, “Remember that phone call you made a couple of nights ago?”

	“Mmmm. Not as well as I remember what came after.”

	“Does that work both ways? Can either party initiate the call?”

	“This better not be a tease. You’re making me wet.”

	“I’m on my way.”

	“Mmmm, I think I am, too. The door’s open.”

	I eased myself into the car. About to turn the key when my cell rang. Caroline. “What’s up, kiddo?”

	“Dad! Tyler’s sister can stay in school! The principal changed his mind!”

	“Sweet. How’d they do it?”

	“Tyler doesn’t know. She said they’d given up but when they got there the principal—that’s not what they call him, I forget what it is—the principal said he’d been thinking about it and said something about how a school like Yates that wanted to prepare kids for life needed to teach em-pathy, too, and said she could stay and they’d work with her if she had any problems that might keep her out of school more than a day or two at a time. Isn’t that great?”

	“Sure is. Remember we talked about karma before? The Meiers are good people. This time it paid off.”

	“I thought you said it takes a long time for karma to work.”

	“Usually, but Tyler has you for a friend. Maybe some of your good karma speeded things up a little.”

	A pause. “Well, I have homework, so I better go. I thought you’d want to hear about Lisa.”

	“I did. Thanks for the call.” I reached for the seat belt and a groan escaped. 

	“What was that? Are you all right?”

	“Just a cramp. I’ll live. Have a nice evening. I love you.”

	“I love you, too, Dad. Night.”

	I arrived sooner than Lily expected. “That was quick.”

	“I was in town already. What’s this?”

	She stepped back. Twirled. A dusty rose-colored gauzy thing, snug only at her breasts and hips. “Something I’ve had for a while and was saving for the right occasion. I thought you might like to tear it off me.”

	I took the chemise in my right hand. Ripped it to her waist. Pulled up a strand to tear it open all the way. She was breathing hard, nipples erect. She undid my fly. I turned her around. Slid my hands under her ass and lifted. Pressed her against the wall next to the door. She hopped to raise herself as I supported her from below. I pushed in and heard her gasp, her cheek pressed against the wall. Put my hands on her hips to pull her tighter onto me. A picture fell off the wall. I slowed my rhythm. Felt the muscles inside her pull me back. Plunged in as deep as I could, hands pinning her arms to her sides. Touched my chin to her shoulder and whispered into her left ear. “Was the honey trap your idea, or Brady’s?”

	Her body’s rigidity answered before her lips. “What are you talking about? Brady was blackmailing me.”

	The internal vacuum disappeared. I continued to press her against the wall, already growing soft inside her. “Mickey Touhy wants his money.”

	“Who’s Mickey Touhy?” The internal embrace about gone now.

	“The guy who’s going to hold me accountable if I can’t prove you’re not the partner.”

	“Prove it, then. I’ll help you.”

	“I can’t.”

	“Can’t? Or won’t?”

	“Can’t. We both know it was you.”

	She disconnected us and pulled what was left of the chemise around herself in a half-assed attempt at modesty. I zipped up. Stepped back to see how she’d play it. “We can still prove it wasn’t me,” she said.

	“How?”

	That brought her up short, like she’d expected me to volunteer an idea. “Didn’t you format Billy’s hard drive?” On a first name basis with him now. “Maybe the police could get evidence off it, but I doubt some thug could.”

	I shook my head, sad as I was disgusted. “You’re a danger to yourself and everyone around you. Sure, Touhy could no more recover that hard drive than he can fly. He has money, though, and he knows how to spend it. Prob-ably has an IT guy on retainer. Mickey makes a call, that guy makes a call. Problem solved.”

	“The police have the hard drive.”

	“Not forever. Besides, how do you think Touhy knew I was there? Knew why I was there? He has contacts all through the police department. He wants that hard drive bad enough, he’ll get it.” Something occurred to me. “Speaking of knowing how to spend money, a few years ago I sat in that chair.” Pointed. “You sat on this couch, dressed like a schoolgirl for some old fuck who liked to play the student-teacher game. I sent him home. Remem-ber?”

	“Of course I remember.”

	“You remember what else I did that day?”

	“You didn’t rape me like you did tonight.”

	I couldn’t prevent a corner of my mouth from turning up. “Tread lightly. You should be developing some idea of how badly you’re underestimating the trouble you’re in. I’m worth keeping around if only as a reality check.” I didn’t expect her to have anything to say to that. She didn’t disappoint. “I gave you half a million dollars that day. In cash. What the fuck happened to it?”

	Lily shook her head like I was too slow to humor. For-got about any feigned modesty. Hands on her hips, chemise hanging loose to expose everything the Christian Coalition pretends doesn’t exist. I’d heard people read grocery lists with more emotion. “Is this where I get the speech about how I could’ve turned my life around? I did turn my life around. I paid this place off and got my master’s. Got a job as a social worker counseling battered women. After about two weeks the supervisor called me in to tell me what a great job I was doing, everyone liked me, how I had a gift for the work. Talked about all the connections he had with the government and the larger agencies, what a future he could help give me, and how little I’d have to do for it. I quit right there.

	“The next job lasted a month before the boss hit on me. I guess women are slower on the uptake. I told that dyke where she could put her job and went for a drink. Wasn’t there fifteen minutes when some degenerate who didn’t even bother to hide his wedding ring hit on me. It was like I wore a sign that said I fuck for money. Or whatever. I figured if this was to be my place in the world, I might as well make the most of it while I could. I was tired of spreading it for every greasy piece of shit with a grand, so I decided to make my own opportunities. I knew Billy Brady from when he used to set me up with tricks once in a while. He always had something going. He was smart enough to know what to do and dumb enough to let me run it my way. It was perfect.”

	“Until you decided to stiff the Outfit.”

	She waved that away. “Billy was the money man. If someone was supposed to get paid, that was on him.”

	“No, it’s on both of you, and it was your idea. Brady had history with the Outfit. Spent two months on crutches the last time they busted him up for holding back. Guys don’t forget lessons like that. Not unless someone gives them an airtight way around it. Or a not quite airtight way but keeps them distracted enough not to see the leaks.”

	“So I used my feminine wiles on him.”

	“No. You fucked him senseless. Don’t give me that look. You were in the process of trying the same thing with me. I’m marginally smarter than Brady and a lot luckier. I have history with Touhy myself.”

	That set her back. “You know him?”

	“Our paths have crossed. He saved my ass once on orders from Dominic Annunciato. You ever hear of him?” She had. “I’m lucky: The old man likes me. Touhy men-tioned that several times tonight.”

	The idea moved across her face like sunlight traversing an open field. “That’s the answer. Go to Annunciato. Touhy has to listen to him.”

	I slapped her cheek lightly with my fingers. “Pay attention. Dominic Annunciato doesn’t owe me a thing. I owe him. Any favors exchanged will flow in the other direction. Put him out of your mind right now.”

	Her face fell in stages. “What are we going to do? What can we do?”

	“Pay him.” I pulled my shirt out of my pants. Lifted it to expose the bruises. “This bought you a week. Scrounge up whatever you can in the next four or five days.”

	“How much does he want?”

	“He didn’t say. Come up with whatever you can and call me. I’ll see if I can work something out.”

	“Can’t you just ask him how much?”

	“It’s better this way. Shows him good faith on your part. How you’re making an honest effort. He knows I have my own reasons for protecting you and I won’t bull-shit him past a certain point. That might buy you a pay-ment plan. You get lucky maybe he’ll take what you have and call it even, though I wouldn’t count on that.”

	“What if he doesn’t call it even?”

	“Then you pay him. Probably every week and probably for a long time. He’ll make up a number and he’ll set the interest himself. Most likely treat it as a straight juice loan. You give him the interest every week until you can pay off the principle in a lump sum.”

	“For how long? How much interest?”

	“Whatever interest he sets for as long as it takes. You’re in no position to negotiate.”

	She put out a hand to steady herself against the arm of the couch. Not at all the same posture as when she’d rested her fingers on my desk. Let the davenport bear her weight until she turned and twisted herself down onto the cushion. Drew up her knees and wrapped her arms around them. “I—I guess we’re in that place again.”

	“What place is that?”

	“Where I don’t know what I’d do if you weren’t here.”

	I had to hand it to her. Lily O’Donoghue had no quit in her. “I’ll broker the deal with Touhy. Then you’re on your own.”

	She showed genuine fear for the first time. “What will I do?”

	“I already told you: Pay him. Touhy’s pretty much a stand-up guy as hoods go. More than likely he’ll just take the money. It he wants more…well, you made peace with using your body professionally a long time ago.”
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	The Men’s Alliance and Liberation Encounter—MALE—advertised itself as a “summit for men’s issues.” Advance registrations—or lack thereof—made the original venue of the O’Hare Rosemont Hilton unaffordable. Elam moved the event to a function room in Elmhurst where a quince años party had canceled. The size of the crowd showed this summit to be more like the steepest hill in Kansas than Mount Everest. Fewer than a hundred men milled about waiting for someone to find the keys to the building. Dressed in a variety of jeans, slacks, and open shirts on a day hot enough to soften the asphalt that bound the gravel in the parking lot. I’d had more sex in the past week than this entire crew had all year.

	My name and contact information were in the mano-sphere. No reason to believe my face wasn’t. Still, I was in a mood to show my ass and doubted anyone who’d resort to the chickenshit they’d tried so far would be much of an in-person threat. Looking around did nothing to diminish my confidence.

	Security finally got the doors open. No one cared that I hadn’t pre-registered. So happy for the income they cut my fee in half when I said I couldn’t stay for the dinner. Visions of solvency dancing before them blurred their eyes to the fact I registered as Melvin Buchanan.

	Elam took the podium to welcome everyone. Apologized for the change in venue and entry delay. Worked his face into an expression of remorse to tell us the advertised keynote speaker—“a giant in the fight against misandry”—had canceled. Sulk filled the atmosphere. Sotto voce expres-sions of bait and switch. I focused on Elam, who seemed genuinely disturbed not to get to rub elbows with the spiritual father. 

	Elam had gone out of his way to hold up his end of making it a national event. Speakers came from as far as Wisconsin and Iowa. Not some border town like Daven-port, either. This guy was from Council Bluffs, which was damn near Nebraska. Big Daddy’s failure to appear filled the hall with the aura of anticlimax. The speakers who were to have led up to him sensed it and delivered what’s best described as anti-foreplay. The whole operation showed the same level of professionalism found in a soft-ball game with a beer keg parked behind second base.

	A round of testimonials followed the introduction. Half a dozen “regular men just like you” took the podium to tell their tales of women who’d led them on, cost them jobs. Wives who blew judges “right there in his chambers, me and the kids waiting in the courtroom” to get draconian settlements. The room reeked of empathy. Elam reminded everyone before each speaker why we were there: to find ways to address gender injustice. 

	I listened with one ear while I scanned the printed pro-gram. Speakers and exercises would cover the disparity in criminal sentencing between men and women; why gay men should be against feminism; an advocate of Men Going Their Own Way, who’d ask why a man needed a wife when he could have a life, and that marriage was for gays. The blockbuster finish—which I was sure would make up for the loss of the Maharishi of Misogyny—was a genuine honey badger—a female men’s rights advocate—to tell how feminism had betrayed her.

	Enduring this would take stamina and more than a little masochism; I still had to do it. Somewhere in this mess of misdirected victimization might be what I needed to know to show them their fun at my expense wouldn’t be free. I’d never know who’d actually participated, but I could make some others uncomfortable enough for everyone to decide it wasn’t worth the trouble I’d cause. I needed to find the right buttons. With luck my name would come up.

	About an hour in—during a discourse on the witch hunt elements of campus rape culture—I saw Elam shak-ing hands and slapping backs with a man who struck me as familiar. I watched until he turned and I saw the full face of Detective Kurt B. Delauter.

	I relaxed. Resistance to taking Becky Tuttle’s complaints seriously would melt away after I went over Delauter’s head and explained her situation and his extracurricular activities to his boss. I also knew who to hold accountable for the harassment. Elam hadn’t known who I was when we met. He just knew to stick it to Nick Forte. To him the guy he gave the recruiting spiel to that night was just some jagov trying to decide which side of the misogyny fence to come down on.

	My attention wandered from the speakers to scenarios of how best to solve both my problems. The man in the chair next to me jolted me back to the present when he stood to express an opinion on whatever it was the guy at the podium was rambling on about. Men Going Their Own Way, it sounded like. Talking about how to remove women from men’s lives altogether. Playing catch-up, I didn’t know if this reduced options to castration, mastur-bation, or homosexuality. Couldn’t be the latter. All the gay men I knew liked women. They just didn’t want to sleep with them, which may have accounted for why they always had so many around.

	I thought of the research I’d endured and the bullshit I’d put up with. Waited for a lull in the comments from the audience, some of whom I recognized as earlier podium-huggers, still not purged of their feminist-induced angst. “May I speak?”

	“Absolutely.” The current orator glowed at the oppor-tunity to show the burgeoning population of what he called “Migtown.” 

	I took a moment to look over the entire room. “I never heard of Men Going Their Own Way before today. Had no idea of the obstacles confronting men before I heard Mr. Elam speak last week.” I gestured toward him at the front of the room. He graciously accepted my appreciation until Delauter looked my way and whispered into his ear. Elam’s face fell like a straw hut in a hurricane. “Listening to your stories of how you got screwed by a system con-trolled by women has helped me to understand I have never, anywhere, seen such a collection of self-emasculat-ing, dickless cowards in my life.”

	Shock and awe seemed to have bought me some time. “My name is Nick Forte. I’m a professional investigator. Some of you cocksuckers—no offence to gay men—have harassed my home, my business, and my family with junior high bullshit since word got out I was helping a woman trace some anonymous letters. Now I see anonymous is how you operate.” Pointed to Elam, his face the color of newsprint. “Elam isn’t even his real name. Anonymity means no responsibility and that’s what this is about. No one here wants to take responsibility for how weak they are. For what fuck-ups they are. You blame women. Some of you, women probably aren’t enough, worthless pieces of shit as you are. Blacks. Jews, maybe. Whoever you can con-vince yourselves gets something at your expense when really it’s just your own fucked-upedness at the root of your problems.”

	Restlessness grew. “Actual men accept responsibility. Now I ran my mouth here and I understand consequences may ensue.” I pulled five twenties from my wallet. “I’ll be in the parking lot. Here’s a hundred bucks for the first guy wants to have it out with me. In person. Not some faceless junior high school chickenshit. Face to face. Bring whoever you want with you.” Took my time leaving, back to the crowd.

	I waited outside for twenty minutes and drove home.
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	Best Monday morning I’d had in a long time. The MALE conference had been cathartic, distracting me from my uselessness in Lily’s situation. Slept late on Sunday before spending a relaxing day letting possible solutions coalesce in my mind. Monday morning was blue skies, chirping birds, and a half-written script to use on Kurt B. Delauter’s boss when a commotion erupted in Sharon’s office.

	I buzzed her on the intercom. “Everything all right out there?”

	“Paul McConnell’s here and insists on seeing you.”

	This had potential. “Send him back.”

	McConnell came into my office red-faced, ass on his shoulders. Sharon followed like paper sucked behind an eighteen-wheeler. “You want me to get Delbert?”

	I rocked back in my chair. Made sure McConnell saw me give him the once-over. “Nah. I can handle Mr. McConnell.” Shifted my chair to put my gun in easy reach in case I’d underestimated him. He glowered at me from across the desk, giving the impression he was surprised he’d got this far. I got tired of waiting. “You came to talk, talk. I’m too busy to play stare down.”

	“They took away my kids, you son of a bitch. I hope you’re happy.”

	“Yeah, actually, I am. For the kids’ sake. Not as happy as I’d be if they didn’t have a drunken asshole for a father, but I take my victories as I find them.”

	His emotions hovered between fury and becoming a puddle on the floor. “You ruined my life.”

	“You ruined your life. All I did was catch you out.”

	He looked around the room. “That’s how you pay for this shitty little office? Follow people around and take their families away? I couldn’t sleep at night doing what you do.”

	That hurt. We were moving to a shitty regular-sized office at the end of the month. “On the nights I have trouble sleeping, I think of how much safer your kids are without you to drive them around and I drop right off.”

	“One time. One goddamn time I brought them home from a picnic where we all had fun. I had one lousy beer more than I should have. A minor miscalculation and you and my wife make me out a child molester.”

	“One beer minor miscalculation my ass. You blew a point-one-two that night. Half again the legal limit. Do you know what percentage of people get stopped the only time they’ve ever been over the limit?”

	“No.”

	“Me, neither, but I’ll bet good money it’s close to zero. You’re not unlucky. You’re an alcoholic.”

	He looked like he had an answer ready. Then sobs shook his body so hard he lost his balance for a second.

	I left him to it until he quieted down. “Paul. Listen to me. I’m divorced. I have a daughter. I know how I’d feel if I couldn’t spend time with her. I didn’t want to take the case. Honest to God. Your record talked me into it. Not just the point-one-two. All the other incidents. How you volunteered the whole idea of no unsupervised visits if you ever drank again. Ever. Period. No one held a gun to your head to make you sign that and no one poured booze down your throat except you. You knew the deal, and you still drank. Bad as I felt about taking the case, it’s nothing compared to how I’d feel if anything happened to those kids. It was a no brainer.”

	“I tried. I really did. You have no idea how hard it is.”

	“You’d be surprised. I’ve been working around addicts one way or another for fifteen years. I feel for you. I do. Those kids still come first. You begged for a deal and you got it. You didn’t hold up your end, so fuck you. The kids come first.”

	There were days I would have felt sorry for him. Gave him a minute that seemed like an hour to say something before I resumed the thread myself. “That’s all you have to say? Then drag your drunk ass out of here and find a pro-gram. Stay sober. Get someone official to vouch for you and go back to the judge. They hate denying fathers basic rights. Give him—her?—any reason to give them back. But be advised: Barbara ever has cause not to trust you again, I’ll take the job for free. Now get the fuck out.”

	Both his direction and his demeanor one hundred eighty degrees different from five minutes ago. I was about to get back to work when Tom Tuttle called. Becky was in Good Samaritan Hospital and I’d better get my ass out there right fucking now.
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	Tom nowhere in sight when I got to the emergency room. I had no idea if that was by design or my good luck.

	Becky was right where they told me she’d be. Facial bruises and a couple of cuts around her lips. An abrasion near the hair line. She greeted me with a sheepish smile and spoke before I had a chance. “Don’t worry. I’m banged up is all. He didn’t…you know.”

	“Becky, I’m sorry,” was the best I could do.

	Her expression shifted to concern. “You didn’t see Tom on the way in, did you?” I told her I hadn’t and she relaxed. “This isn’t your fault. I didn’t hire you to be a bodyguard.”

	“I might’ve stirred the pot.”

	“You did what I hired you to do. The letters have stopped.”

	“This is worse.”

	“It will be if it keeps up. I think it’s more like striking out before the…attacker accepts his impotence. He’ll have to now.” My confusion must have shown. “That’s why he didn’t rape me. He couldn’t get it up.” She laughed, teetered on the brink of a jag for a few seconds before pulling herself back.

	“Was it Melvin?”

	She shook her head. “I never saw him before. It might not even be related to the other thing. Your conscience should be clear.”

	Amnesty wasn’t what I’d come for. “There are things you should know before you start absolving me.”

	“You told me about the phone calls. And the police. Nothing like that happened to us. That’s why I don’t think they have to be related.”

	I filled her in on the MALE meeting. “I thought it was over when no one came after me. They came after you instead.”

	She shifted in bed, trying for a comfortable position. “I wish you hadn’t done that, but I can see why. You had a tough week, too.”

	“What did he look like?”

	Becky closed her eyes. “I already talked to the police.”

	Kurt B. Delauter flashed through my mind. “Who did you talk to?”

	“A detective. Her card’s here somewhere, unless Tom has it.”

	“What did you tell her?” Becky turned her head a quarter-turn away. “I can help with this,” I said.

	“I already told the detective—van Slyke, I think her name was—I don’t want to press charges.”

	“You know that’s a bad idea.”

	Becky opened her eyes and faced me head on. “If I press charges, the defense will make everything about Desiree public. That’s why we started all this in the first place. To avoid that.”

	“You didn’t recognize the guy, which rules out Melvin and Delauter. That means one of them told someone else, which means we have to assume the word’s out.”

	“Why? Even if they did tell someone—which I don’t think they did—they still might not have said why. I mean, why they were mad at me. Even if it’s related at all, which I don’t think it is, the more I think about it.”

	“Even if you’re right about it not being connected, he’ll do it again if you don’t prosecute. Maybe not to you, but to someone else. He might figure he’s owed one now, not being able to finish this time.”

	Her eyes showed anger. “I’m the victim here. I bent over backward trying not to make you feel worse than you already do. Don’t drop a load of guilt on me. I’m doing what’s best for my family.”

	Not the first time I’d heard that speech. Still didn’t have an answer for it. I’d ask Sharon. Maybe even send her out to talk to Becky if she thought it would help. “What do you want me to do?”

	“Nothing. I’m sorry I got you involved in this. Not for the reasons you think. This—” she gestured along her body, “—might’ve happened whether you’d done anything, or not. Really. We don’t even know for sure Melvin sent those letters. That was just my guess. He might not be responsible for any of this.”

	“Hell of a coincidence, with what we know about him now.”

	“All I know is, I’ll heal, and the letters have stopped.”

	“And if they start again?”

	“I think the police will have to take them more seri-ously.”

	“I thought you weren’t sure the two are even related.”

	“Will you please just drop it?”

	“Becky, he knows where you live. That means others do, too.”

	“Get out.” She’d have slapped me if she had the energy. “I’m sorry. You didn’t deserve that. I know you’re trying to help. I promise to let you know if I think there’s any-thing you can do. After I figure out what I want, that is. Until then, will you please leave me alone?”

	Tom Tuttle waited for me near the exit. “You know whose fault this is, right?”

	There could be a couple of answers to that, the way he said it. “Yeah.”

	“Then you know what to do.”

	Yeah. I knew.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	30

	 

	 

	I blew past the receptionist’s desk with a head of steam straight for the detectives’ bullpen. Delauter rose from his chair before I could speak. “Hey hey hey, who let you in here? Get the fuck out before you do something stupid.”

	“Your job’s hanging by a thread and I’m holding scissors. Sit your ass down and let’s talk.”

	He made an emergency scan of the vicinity. “Not here.” Gestured toward an interview room with his thumb.

	I made him go first so I wouldn’t end up alone and locked in. He started talking before the door latch caught. “I had no idea anyone would do something that stupid. You know I didn’t. I’m a cop. I would’ve put a stop to that in a goddamn hurry.”

	“You knew everything from the start. You told Elam—Buchanan, whatever—about Becky Tuttle’s complaint before she had time to get home. You told him I was look-ing into it. That’s how he knew to put my information on the internet. Unless you did it yourself.”

	“I had nothing to do with that.”

	“You just told him my name and what I was up to.”

	A few seconds looking at everything in the room except me. “Yeah.”

	“You knew about the letters, and that she was dis-turbed by them enough to come to the police and hire a private investigator when you wouldn’t help. You knew who was behind it. You knew—or had a good idea—when the stakes got raised with the phone calls and the false police report, which I’m sure Bolingbrook will verify. How’s your boss going to look at all that?”

	“The same way I did. No laws had been broken.”

	“There have now.”

	“Two different things. The guy who sent the letters isn’t who assaulted her.”

	“You know this how?”

	Delauter regrouped. “Listen, Forte. There’s things here you aren’t aware of.”

	“Like?”

	His tone became conspiratorial. “I doubt that cunt gave you the full story about her and Mel. She was no innocent. She led him on and hurt him bad. It was a game for her and her friends, hurting guys.”

	“Jesus Christ, Delauter. That was in high school. What’s the statute of limitations on hurt feelings in this town?” His mouth groped for a comeback. I beat him to it. “You like being a cop?”

	“Fuck you.”

	“That little name plate with your middle initial on it? The gold shield? You still get discounts at places you used to stop at when you were in uniform?”

	“Get lost. I have work to do.”

	“Show some respect, asshole. Your job is mine. I’ll deal with it as I please.”

	“My job? My ass. So I didn’t take her seriously. The worst anyone can accuse me of is bad judgment. That’s not a firing offense.”

	“It’s bad judgment not to take her complaint seriously. It’s conspiracy to know who was responsible and take no action.”

	“I told him to stop. He did stop, far as I know.”

	“You sure that’s how your chief will see it?”

	“I’ll catch a reaming. That’s all.”

	“You’ll catch more than that. Maybe he can’t fire you, but he’ll bury you. Which do you like least? Back in Patrol working shifts? Or in Property where you won’t see the sun shine for weeks at a time in the winter.”

	“He’s not that kind of guy. He sticks by his men.”

	“I’m sure he’d like to. He’s not going to have a lot of choices once the media get ahold of this.”

	Delauter sneered. “She’s not even going to press charges. No fucking way she goes to the media.”

	“I didn’t say she would,”

	Took a second for the light bulb to come on. “You can’t go. You’re working for her.”

	“She won’t like it, but I figure her cover is blown already. I can be a vindictive son of a bitch when I want to and I feel the mood upon me.”

	He didn’t believe me. He didn’t trust me, either. “What do you want?”

	“Buchanan wrote the letters, didn’t he?” Delauter waved me away. “I’m not going to ask anything that will incriminate you. Just confirm a few things. Did he write them?”

	Delauter made calculations. “Yeah.”

	“And it was him put my information on the Web.”

	“Yeah.”

	“Which he knew because you told him.”

	A pause. “Yeah.”

	“How specific were the instructions?”

	“You don’t know dick about how this works. It’s not like he issues orders and people salute. He put it on the blog that you were harassing activists, with your phone number and address. He never told anyone to do anything specific.”

	“Will no one rid me of this meddlesome priest?”

	“Huh?”

	I pondered how hard to push. “It kills me to say it, but you’re probably going to skate. You still owe, though.”

	“I owe what?”

	“If Becky Tuttle does decide to press charges, Detective van Slyke gets your full cooperation. I get even a hint there’s an internal hang up, I’ll shit in your oatmeal.”

	Delauter had the cocky look of someone who knew he’d never have to deliver. “That’s just doing my job. Think what you want. I’m a good cop.”

	“You’re also my man inside.”

	“Like hell.”

	“Cop’s cop or not, your boss finds out you kicked this can down the road and you’re in the men’s rights move-ment? You’ll direct traffic around the Tivoli Theater every Saturday night for the rest of your career. He won’t be able to take the chance I’ll go public.”

	Cops don’t give much away. Delauter was pretty good, at least for a cop in a city the size of Downers Grove. He showed enough smug to indicate he felt sure I wouldn’t do anything Becky Tuttle didn’t want me to. This business of people thinking they could call my bluff was getting old. “I know you checked on me. You know who I am. What I’ve done. You should also know I sleep very well at night. How heavy do you think ruining your career is going to ride on my conscience with everything else I have in there already?”

	I was getting tired of giving variations of that speech and wished people would stop begging for it. Still, it felt good to see Delauter lose three degrees of smug when I told him.
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	Goose and I sat under a tree watching kids play ball on one of the Washington Park diamonds. Takeout from Miss Lee’s lay spread on a small tarp I’d have been tempted to call a tablecloth had it come from anywhere but Goose’s car.

	“I like to eat outdoors when I get the chance.” He gnawed the meat from a short rib. Tossed the bone in a plastic bag from Miss Lee’s. “Long as winter be round here, I enjoy the sun when I can.”

	I sipped from a can of Coke and nodded. “This chicken is outstanding. How long’s this place been here?”

	“You mean Miss Lee’s? You white boys need to get down this way more often. I know you remember Gladys’s Luncheonette.”

	“Sure I do. I used to patrol not that far from here.”

	“Miss Lee worked there thirty-some years. She an institution and shit.”

	I took another bite of my herbal chicken. “I may have to move down this way. Between this place and that chicken you brought to the office last week I might never cook again.”

	“Don’t base your decision on Pollo Peru. It on hiatus. Maybe permanent.”

	“What happened?” I was almost ashamed to think it. “Don’t tell me it was the health inspector.”

	“Uh-uh.” Another bone went into the bag. “Immigra-tion.”

	“Shit.” Licked my fingers and hoped Miss Lee’s papers were in order. “On the bright side, if Fox News is right, they shouldn’t be out of business long, considering how many new illegals come in every day.”

	“True dat, but we still has to find the new location. Re-open in the same place, where the challenge for the ICE-man?”

	We finished our lunches. Bundled the trash in the plastic bag. Sat back to watch the game. A warm, lazy, summer day. Perfect for a nap. On the fence about whether to let my eyes roll up in my head when Goose in-terrupted my reverie. “Not that I’m not grateful for this visit and fine lunch in the middle of a workday, but I known you a long time. You don’t take breaks in the middle of the work day. Not this far from the office, any-how. What is it you don’t want Sharon and the Ranger to hear?”

	I told him about the MALE meeting, and about Becky Tuttle. “She don’t want you to do nothing?”

	I kept my eyes on the game. One team had runners on the corners. “Nope.”

	The batter popped up, not the third out. “That’s not what you gonna do, though.”

	I rolled it over in my mind like I hadn’t already decided. “Nope.”

	Ground ball through the hole between short and third. One run home, runners on first and second. “How bad?”

	“She’s not dead and she wasn’t raped, though not for lack of effort. That bad.”

	Next batter looked like trouble. All the outfielders took about ten steps back. “You aksing me to come with?”

	“I’m giving you the opportunity. I’d just as soon do it myself. I know how you are about these kinds of things. Don’t want you to feel left out if I don’t at least make the offer.”

	“You a fucking humanitarian sometimes, you know?”

	“I try.” The outfield had been smart. Centerfielder still had to get on his horse to catch the towering fly ball to end the inning. “You in?”

	Goose stood without touching his hands to the ground or leaning to either side. Reminded me of James Coburn in The Magnificent Seven when the cowboy goaded him into the knife versus gun fight. “When and where?”
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	Melvin Buchanan was a pizza-faced dork still in high school as far as I was concerned. Warren Elam was someone I could hurt and not feel bad about it. Goose and I inter-cepted him coming out of his office after work. Fell in on either side and steered him in the direction of our choosing.

	He offered token resistance. Tried to lay back then stepped to the side. Goose slowed with him. I turned and took hold of a lapel. “Don’t. You’ll only make it worse. We’re not going to kill you.”

	“Oh, it’s one of those ‘we just want to talk’ things.”

	“I don’t see us doing a lot of talking. Behave and we won’t be pissed off when we do it.”

	We led him to a car Goose had procured for the occa-sion. “Rental?” I said.

	“More like a lend-lease thing. I’m doing a favor for a friend, taking his car for a while.”

	Goose played Morgan Freeman. I rode in back with Elam. He tried to make conversation. No takers. Finally resorted to, “My wife’s expecting me.”

	“Call her. Tell her you’ll be late.”

	“I always go straight home. She expects me.”

	I turned to face him. “You mean to tell me Warren Elam’s so pussy-whipped he can’t tell his wife to go ahead and feed Grace and Little Mel and he’ll be home when he’s goddamn good and ready?”

	“How do you know about my family?”

	“You think you’re the only one does research?” He opened his mouth, thought better of whatever he’d planned to say. Something occurred to me. “She doesn’t know, does she? About Elam? She thinks you’re mild-mannered Melvin Buchanan and you don’t have the nerve to tell her you’re a champion for the cause of men’s rights. How her vagina and millions of others oppress delicate snowflakes such as yourself. Go ahead. Call her. Ask per-mission if you have to, but you’re going to be late.”

	He made the call and Goose took us to an industrial park off Vincennes west of the Dan Ryan. Got out and used a key to unlock and open a roll-up door to a small warehouse in a block of them. Individual units rented to small businesses that needed storage or work space, an office, and had little or no customer traffic. Signs outside other units indicated a small appliance repair business, foreign car body shop, a printer, and a place that serviced coin-operated laundry equipment. Drove the car inside. Rolled down the door as Elam and I got out.

	I gestured around the space. “Another favor for a friend?” 

	“Something like that.”

	Our unit was so empty it was impossible to tell what the previous occupant’s business had been. Similar to where Mickey Touhy had taken me, but wider and not as deep. Dust and paper scraps littered the warehouse. A straight-backed metal chair and table the only furniture in the office. On the table were zip ties, a Chicago Yellow Pages, a metal ruler, a spring-loaded police baton, and a sap. Elam drew up short when he saw them.

	“Have seat, Warren,” I said.

	“It’s Melvin. My name. It’s Melvin Buchanan.”

	“Today you’re answering for Warren Elam. Sit your ass down.”

	Goose eased the chair behind Elam. I sat him down and Goose had his hands zipped tied to the chair before Elam could react. He caught on and stood, swinging the chair behind. I took the baton from the table and hit him once on the outside of his left knee. He went down so fast Goose had to catch him to keep the chair from tipping over. I pressed his shoulders down while Goose bound his feet. Turned the chair so Elam couldn’t see the table. Not that we erased his memory of what was back there.

	No one spoke for at least thirty seconds. Elam looked from one of us to the other, sweating like a failing comic. “All right. You wanted to scare me. I’m scared.”

	“I don’t really care if you’re scared or not,” I said.

	“Then what are we doing here?”

	“Where’d you go to high school, Warren?”

	“You know damn well where I went to high school.”

	“I know where Melvin Buchanan went to high school. Where did Warren Elam go?”

	That confused the hell out of him. “But, you know, Warren…he’s not…I mean, it’s not like…”

	I brought the baton down hard on his thigh. “Where did Warren go to high school?”

	Pain and shock covered Elam’s face. “Warren…didn’t go to…high school.”

	“Dropped out, eh? Where did he go to junior high school?”

	“No junior high school…”

	“Okay, middle school, then. Where did Warren go to middle school?”

	Confusion and exasperation took over his features. “What?”

	I walked behind him. “Where did Warren go to middle school?”

	“What?”

	Goose very softly said, “Say ‘what?’ one more time. I double dare you, motherfucker,” and I was glad Elam couldn’t see me stifle a laugh.

	“Surely Warren Elam, leader of men, didn’t drop out of middle school,” I said.

	“There is no Warren Elam.”

	“Bullshit.” I swung the phone book into his ribs with both hands. He invented a sound. “You identified yourself to me as Warren Elam. Twice. With pride.” I struck him flush on the sternum with the book so hard Goose had to steady the chair. 

	I waited for Elam’s wind to come back. Squatted to get in his face. “Tell me about Warren Elam.”

	He spoke without exhaling. “Warren is like a pen name. You know, like writers use.”

	“Why not use Melvin Buchanan?”

	More air in this answer. “Sometimes a…writer, it’s better for people to think of him as someone else.”

	“Why?”

	“Could be a lot of reasons.”

	“Why did you do it?”

	“I don’t know. It’s—” I hit him on the side of his thigh with the sap. He yelped. “I have a business. I wanted to keep the two separate.”

	“Why?”

	He took too long to answer. I hit him on the same spot again, then between his legs. It had to explode halfway to his neck, even though I eased off at the last instant. I waited for him to become lucid. “You did it because you didn’t want the stink of this men’s rights bullshit to con-taminate the legit business. The fifties are over. You’re not Don Draper. Lots of the people who decide whether you get a contract are women. Bad for your bottom line if any of them found out you’re a professional misogynist.”

	“We are not misogynists.”

	I sapped the outside of the knee I’d so far left alone. “Speak English.”

	Elam sobbed with pain. “What?”

	Goose said, “English, motherfucker. Do you speak it?” Seemed to be enjoying himself.

	“I am speaking English.”

	I crushed a thigh with the phone book. “The English I speak defines a misogynist as a person who hates, dislikes, mistrusts, or mistreats women.” I’d looked it up while Goose and were waiting. “From what I’ve heard and seen, you’re the poster child.”

	“We do not hate women.”

	“You got a funny way of showing it.”

	Elam’s evangelical zeal come through the pain. “The men’s rights movement does not hate women. I love my wife. I love my daughter. We hate feminism. What’s it’s done to society. How it emasculates boys before they can even understand what’s being done to them.”

	I hit him across the chest again. “You mean like what happened to you?”

	“I was almost lost. Women led me on to get what they wanted then pretended it never happened. They’d let things go too far then back out. Using their sex to take over business and government.”

	“Using their sex how?”

	“As sex. You have to have seen it. Women using their bodies to gain positions of power, then using that power to lift up others.”

	“So men had the power, and women seduced them into giving it up?”

	“That’s a gross oversimplification.”

	“Doesn’t say much for men. Let their dicks do that much thinking for them.”

	Elam looked at me with a combination of pity and contempt. “You’re a perfect example. You think you’re standing up for equality. All the time you’re being manip-ulated into attacking other men for them. Like you are with me.”

	“I was manipulated into bringing you here.” I raised the sap. He twisted away, leaving a sliver of kidney available. I took the opportunity and got a genuine scream. “You’re telling me Becky Tuttle had herself beaten and damn near raped and asked me not to do anything about it just so I’d do exactly what she asked me not to do?”

	Took him a few seconds to be able to speak. “What happened to her?”

	I cocked the sap. “You’re saying you don’t know?”

	“I swear to God I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

	I paused at the top of my backswing. Looked at Goose. He moved his head an inch. “This news to him.”

	I lowered the sap and got my breathing under control. “I saw her in the hospital yesterday. Someone tried to rape her. Only got as far as beating the shit out of her.”

	Elam might have smiled. “So she knew you have white knight syndrome and played the rape card. She’s a bigger cunt than I thought.”

	I smashed the sap an inch into his side below the ribs. Poised for a clean blow across his cheek when I felt Goose’s hand on my arm. “Let’s take it outside and decide what we wants to do ’bout this escalation.”
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	Goose led me into the warehouse. Stayed between me and the office door. “Let’s us take a couple deep breaths and decide when enough’s enough.”

	“You heard what he said. He takes the beating he has coming.”

	Goose used the same tone as if I’d had too much to drink and he wanted the keys. “You better than this. Smarter, too. Hit him in the face with that sap, motor run-ning like you are, best you can hope for is a mark he has to call the police about. Worst case, you kill the mother-fucker. You want him that bad, let’s find a way to hurt him more than physical.”

	“Fuck better and smarter. I’m taking that piece of shit apart and then I’m going to ruin his life. You want out? There’s the door.”

	Goose gave another of his one-inch head shakes. “I ain’t going nowhere. The two of us gonna figure this out. What would hurt him worse than a beating?”

	“Worse than the beating I’m going to give him? Nothing.” Goose put up his hands in a calming gesture. “I don’t want to hear it, Goose. All you accomplished bring-ing me out here was to give me time to think about options. I expose him, ruin his business, who’s that really hurt? His wife and kids, more than likely. That’s who he’ll take it out on, one way or another. No. I’m going to fuck him up.”

	I put my hand on Goose’s upper arm to move him. He pressed his fingers against my chest. Dropped his voice into a less-friendly register. “I can’t let you go back in there.”

	“You’re going to stop me?”

	“If I have to.” I had three inches and forty pounds on him, and we were arguing about a man Goose wouldn’t piss on if Elam were on fire. Goose was the person I shared dark secrets with, the only one I trusted to under-stand my motivations sometimes. I weighed that against all the people who’d been telling me what I couldn’t do for weeks. Every time I took their advice something turned to shit. 

	I was too close to get much weight into a right cross. He showed more surprise than hurt. Kept his hands up and open. Deflected my punches as if wearing mitts. I feinted high and he missed deflecting part of the low left. That dropped his hands so I could come over the top with a right that knocked him back. All I wanted was to get past. Not hurt him.

	He wouldn’t have it. Stronger pound-for-pound and much quicker. Younger, too, for all I knew. He’d grown up in an area where being good with his hands was a basic life skill. Earned his living hurting people with harder cores than mine. Getting past him might not allow for such fine distinctions as who got hurt.

	I hit him a combination in the midsection that didn’t do much but teach me how hard his midsection was. It did bend him so I could take his arms and throw him aside, size and adrenaline making up for my lack of skills.

	Halfway to the door when he drove a shoulder through my kidney and ran me into the wall. I turned on the way down to protect my head as I fell. Goose rose up and punched me hard on my surgically-repaired shoulder. I rolled to protect it and caught the side of his head with a right.

	He moved with the punch and came up facing me. Let me get most of the way to my feet and drove low and fast for a wrestling takedown. I saw it in time and used his quickness against him to pull him past me onto the floor. Dove on him as he went by and obtained the position he’d been going for. Goose wrestled in high school and knew all the moves, but my forty extra pounds weren’t nego-tiable. I scissored my legs with his and braced a forearm into the back of his neck to press his face into the concrete floor.

	It took me a few seconds to catch my breath. “Give it up. I came here to hurt Elam, not you.”

	“The person you about to hurt most is yourself.”

	“Shut up, Goose. I know what you’re trying to do. I appreciate it. I really do. I just don’t want to hear it. Not right now.”

	“Right now’s when you need to hear it.”

	“Don’t make me put you to sleep.”

	Goose snorted. “You a ways from putting me to sleep. You can ride me and…what? You have to let me up to do what you wants, and you can’t let me up or I’ll stop you. You got no leverage for a hold, and no way will I let you get any. How’s about you calm the fuck down and we decide about doing something practical?”

	I eased up to slip my other forearm under his neck. He was quicker. Slid under my higher center of gravity onto his back. That left me with the option to pin his arms and beat him into submission—if I could pin his arms—or beat his head against the floor until he went out. Both called for a cooler head than I had.

	I barred an arm across his throat, careful not to crush his windpipe. Too careful. He raised up to head butt me flush on the nose. A sheet of white light dissolved into the classic stars. I rocked back, all the space he needed to get loose.

	My hands came away from my face dripping blood. No air got through my nose. Goose stood about eight feet away, breathing hard. “We done here, man. I don’t want to hurt you.”

	I lowered my head and charged, looking to drive my shoulder into his middle and crush him against the block wall. I never got nearly that far.
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	No idea how long I’d been in the emergency room, or even which one. Voices filtered through the closed door. Rais-ing or turning my head made me nauseous. Anyone who wanted my attention could come to me.

	Goose looked marginally worse for wear but tidied up enough for deniability, a valuable skill for a man whose occupation involved violence against people not always inclined to put up with it. He made sure I saw him look me over. The tiniest smile hooked the right corner of his mouth. “You definitely a sight.”

	“What did you hit me with?”

	“Your sap. You either dropped it or it fell out of your pocket. I picked it up when you got the nosebleed.”

	“Jesus. How hard did you hit me?”

	“Not hard enough the first time. Second one put you out.”

	“I’m lucky you didn’t kill me.”

	“No need to be insulting. I am a professional. ’Sides, nothing else got through your head tonight. Didn’t figure I was too much of a threat.”

	“How’d I get here?”

	“I brung you. Told the nurse I stopped a Boy Scout from mugging you. I took his crutch and he hopped away.”

	Giving him the finger didn’t hurt, so I let it last. “What about Elam?”

	“Him?” Goose feigned thought as if deciding how much to explain and how to phrase it. “We had what I call a Come to Goose meeting. Told him you and me talked it out and you went to get the car. Left it to me to finish up with him as I saw fit.”

	“What’d he say?”

	“After he pissed hisself?” Goose smiled. He enjoyed the effect his demeanor had on people, whether they knew his reputation or not. “I squatted down and got right in his face. This close. Said him and me would never speak of this again. To anybody. No one. Got all dramatic and shit. Made sure he understood the key word was ‘never,’ as in that’s when they’d find him if he ran his mouth. Or Becky Tuttle ever hear from him. Or either of us find out any-thing bad happen to his wife or kids. He didn’t argue so I let him go. Love to hear the story he told the missus.”

	I should have let Goose reason with Elam in the first place. Save myself an ass kicking. Lifted my head to look at him better. All that did was make the room spin. Laid back and shut my eyes. “Why’d you fight me?”

	“Didn’t give me much choice. Looked like you might kill him.”

	“I wasn’t gonna kill him.”

	“You don’t know that. I never seen you so wired up before. Why I went in the first place. Even in the park, you seemed all calm and collected, but something wasn’t right. You…” He let it taper off.

	“Go ahead. I what?”

	“Not exactly sure how to say this. You a professional in your line of work. This—hurting people—ain’t it. This what I do, and I very professional about it.”

	I touched the back of my head. “I know you’re very good at it.”

	“Good and professional not the same.” Took time to shape his words. “I’m never mad when I hurt someone. Never. And I never hurt no one just ’cause I want to. I make sure I’m…dispassionate when I raise my hand. That’s why I never have to deal with no accidental injuries. You ever hear a me killing anyone?”

	“Rumors. I wrote them off to gossip and reputation.”

	“You know how many men I killed?” Shaking my head another mistake in a continuing series. “None. Ever. You know why?”

	I caught myself before trying that head shake bullshit again. “No.”

	“You taught me.”

	“Me? When?”

	“The time that pimp Nine-Ball beating on my sister with the car antenna? I’s on my way to kill that piece of shit, blood all pounding in my ears, hard-on a yard long for that motherfucker. Right as I get there to cut his ass open, I seen you whack him upside his knee with your nightstick. Fucked him up so bad he couldn’t even pimp no more. Then, that quick—” snapped his fingers, “—you over it, putting that big cop coat a yours over Chantel’s shoulders, aksing was she okay. Always in control and you hurt him worse than he could imagine.”

	This was the first I’d heard of the profound effect of my improvised justice. Goose wasn’t finished. “What I saw tonight—hell, what I recognized in the park today—that was different. You been slipping ever since your friend got capped a few years ago. Don’t know what the fuck hap-pened on your vacation back to PA last year. Word is you blew out at least two candles and broke up the town pretty good. Remember the mob guy I tried to help you with?”

	“Hard to forget, the beating he gave me.”

	“He was gonna kill you, maybe your whole family. You couldn’t bring yourself to do him unless the threat be all immediate and shit, like he be throwing down right now. Tonight you about to beat a man maybe to death hadn’t done no more than inconvenience you. Don’t say it. This Elam dude was never a direct threat. Not even to Becky Tuttle, really.”

	He had me, not that I could admit it. I wanted to sleep away everything that had happened in the past week. About to let my eyes roll up when a thought came to me. “You know, the whole rationalization I had for taking Elam to the woodshed was to get him to tell me how he figured out Becky Tuttle is Desiree d’Arnaud and I never got around to it.”

	Goose gave the good smile, the one that showed gen-uine amusement. “I wondered why you took your time getting to that. Well, rest easy. I remembered for you. Axed before I turned him loose.”

	“And?”

	“Becky’s security not as tight as she think. Elam—Buchanan, whatever—was doing some work for her agent’s business one day she was there. He recognized her and axed the guy he’s working with who she was. ‘Oh, she one a our authors,’ this numb nuts tells him. Melvin did a little research and figured it out. He a tenacious motherfucker when he put his mind to it.”

	We sat together, quiet as grass, until a doctor came by and said they wanted to keep me overnight for obser-vation. Mike Hammer would have told him where to put his observation. I was asleep before they moved the bed.
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	Diane and Caroline took me home the next day. Caroline stayed the night. We watched movies she liked and ordered out for pizza. She let me get myself up to go to the bathroom, coiled like a spring in anticipation of the slight-est waver on my part. Not a kid anymore. I’d always miss the little girl, but what she was growing into promised to be even more interesting.

	I felt as much as fifty percent of healthy the next day. Good enough to take the train to work. A bandage cov-ered the three stitches in the back of my head. Sharon re-pressed her usual tendency to mother me and treated me as close to normal as her constitution allowed. She did volun-teer to make my tea. I let her.

	I got a little work done between gazing out the window and short fugue-like states. About to check if there were any afternoon baseball games I could watch from home when the intercom buzzed. Christopher Burney to see me.

	“You or Delbert can handle any new client interviews today.”

	“He says he knows you.”

	I’d heard that before. Much as I didn’t want to see any-one, I wanted to argue about it even less. “Send him in.”

	I still wouldn’t have had any idea who he was had his arm not been in a sling. The memory of jerking his shoul-der out if its socket on Rush Street came back. I sup-pressed a smile. “You here to serve me legal papers?”

	“No.”

	“Then go fuck yourself.”

	“I came here to say I’m sorry.”

	“I knew that before I jacked your arm out of the socket.”

	“I drink too much sometimes and—”

	“Kiss my ass, pal. You weren’t drunk and that wasn’t the first time.”

	His expression told me I was right. “It’s complicated.”

	“Not that complicated.” It didn’t only hurt to talk. It hurt to think. A small part of me remained disengaged, wondering why I hadn’t thrown this douchebag out already. “The only time it’s at all permissible to hit a woman is in self-defense. That wasn’t the situation that night.”

	“What you did to me is a felony.”

	“Press charges.”

	“Don’t act so smug. I’m an attorney. I know the law.”

	“Oh, well. I had no idea you knew the law.” Took my desk phone from the cradle. Dialed three-one-one. Offered the phone to Burney. “Here you go.”

	He declined as soon as he heard a voice on the other end. I said, “Sorry. The situation seems to have resolved itself.” Hung up.

	He seethed and my condition might have worried me if there was much he could do with one arm. I’d either hurt him worse than I’d planned or he was a bigger pussy than I thought, his arm still in a sling. His face held an expres-sion I’d seen before. He’d come for a specific reason, now thinking better of it. “What makes you so goddamn sure?” he said.

	“I’m not so much sure as I am disappointed. I want you to press charges.” That threw him. “I can’t press against you, even if I wanted to. Only the person you assaulted can do that. I’m guessing you’re pretty sure she won’t.”

	There it was. The same self-satisfied look I’d wanted to slap off Elam’s face. “She’s six weeks away from having a meal ticket for life. She’s not going to throw that away over a slap.”

	“That’s what I figured. The way I look at it, if you charge me, maybe she’ll testify for me and maybe she won’t.” His expression told me she wouldn’t dare. “But the bartender will. The barmaid? The one working the other end of the bar? She’s seen me in there before. She’ll testify, and between the two of them they’ll round up half a dozen regulars. I’d say my chances of going to jail are forty-to-one by the time a jury digests all those stories. That assumes a state’s attorney doesn’t look at everyone’s statements and tell you you’re out of your fucking mind for wanting to try this.”

	Burney was ready to do what lawyers do—argue—until I cut him off. “Let’s go with the best-case scenario for you: I get convicted. Assault’s a Class C misdemeanor. Thirty days. Battery’s Class A, which is still no more than a year, Mr. Chief Justice. Even if they give me the max, in a year I’m out of jail and you’re out of work.”

	“How am I out of work? I’m the victim.”

	“Did I mention the media? I’m sorry. I have a head injury and things slip my mind. You ever hear of Phil Chandler?”

	“Columnist for the Sun-Times.”

	“We drink beer together once or twice a month. Carol Parker ring a bell?”

	His face sank. “Channel Five?”

	“Also known as Peabody Award winner Carol Parker. Her top producer is a woman named Candace Carr. I gave her an exclusive a few years ago that made her career. She lives for stories with tag lines like ‘Prominent Chicago attorney assaults fiancé in bar. Film at ten.’” His smug dissipated like dust in a breeze. I reached for the phone. “Want to call the police now?” He demurred. “Then get the fuck out. I have a headache.”

	Milwaukee played St. Louis in half an hour. I could catch a train, hit Doggie Diner, and still be home in time for the third inning. The phone rang in the midst of shut-ting down my computer. Lily O’Donoghue’s number.

	I skipped the usual felicitations. “You make any pro-gress getting Touhy’s money?”

	“No, she didn’t.” Mickey Touhy’s voice. “You need to come over so we can talk about that.” 
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	Touhy sat in the same chair I’d used when I gave Lily the briefcase full of money from her mother. She had her same spot on the same couch. I sat beside her, because “you’re a team,” in Touhy’s words.

	“You owe us both apologies, Forte.” Touhy as relaxed as a dog in the sun. Didn’t even frisk me when I came in. “Me, for making this such a pain in my balls. Her for being so easy to follow the other night. That was unpro-fessional.”

	No point trying to ease into anything after that. “How much did you decide she owes?”

	“That’s the attitude you should’ve had before. Would’ve saved yourself a beating.” Pointed to his head. “Looks like you had people standing in line for that.”

	“How much?”

	“Knowing how low-rent her partner was, taking into consideration they tried to welsh, a fine, a little interest, add in the fact I’m not an unreasonable guy, I’m calling it twenty grand.”

	I turned to Lily. “Do you have it? Anything close?”

	Touhy answered before she could. “Uh-uh. She did make me what she must’ve thought was a better offer. Sort of a barter deal.” He fixed her with a look of open con-tempt, which says a lot coming from someone in his line of work. “It’s a shame. Pretty girl like that with less regard for her body than she has for money. I have more respect for her than she does. All I want is the money. What’s between her legs don’t enter into it except for how she can use it to pay me back.”

	“Does she get a payment plan?”

	“Of course she does. She don’t have the twenty, what else am I supposed to do? Let’s call it a straight juice loan: twenty grand at three points. And three points is gen-erous.”

	Lily had been staring at the floor as if trying not to be there. Now she turned to me like I was a United Nations translator. “You pay him three percent of twenty thou-sand every week,” I said. “That’s six hundred dollars. Every week.”

	She did a quick calculation. “For…what? Eight months? Nine months?”

	Christ, was she in over her head. I had to look away for a second before I could tell her. “That’s just the interest. You pay that until you come up with the twenty grand in a lump sum. Unless he changes his mind and decides you owe more.”

	“Hey, I’m sitting right here,” Touhy said. “I ain’t gonna cheat her. I’m her new partner. I got marks lined up already.”

	“What’s the split?”

	“Fifty-fifty, not that it’s any of your business. Of course, I’m not just her partner. I’m also the guy she kicks up to, so that’s half of her half. She’ll net twenty-five per-cent.”

	Lily flushed, her lips white lines. Looked at me, the plea unmistakable. I spoke to Touhy. “This is just about the money, right? Strictly business.”

	“I’m not gonna hurt her, if that’s what you’re worried about. Not like I’m promising you, or nothing. You under-stand you’re in no position to ask for anything here, right? She’s an investment. Investments have to be looked after. Her lifestyle may suffer some since she won’t be bringing home the same kind of money, but it won’t be too bad. These honey trap things take time to set up, so we have some more traditional tricks lined up in the meantime. You know, to keep her hand in.”

	“How am I supposed to save twenty thousand dollars and pay six hundred a week if I only get twenty-five percent?” Lily said.

	Touhy smiled. “Don’t worry, honey. We’ll keep you busy.”

	Lily looked at me with genuine fear in her eyes. “Please, Nick. Think of something. What am I going to do?”

	My answer didn’t come quickly enough for Touhy. “Yeah, Nick. What is she gonna do?”

	I couldn’t bring myself to look at her. “You’re going to pay him.”

	Lily moved as far away from me as the couch allowed. Touhy laughed. “I told her no white knight was coming. Looks like she didn’t believe me. I got to admit, I’m impressed, how you got into her head with that shit. I wish you could teach it.”

	I recognized the feeling. I’d get it as a kid when an adult—parent, relative, teacher—made a decision I thought was unfair and I had no say in it. Whatever argu-ments I had didn’t matter. The only person whose opinion counted didn’t care what I had to say any more than a fish in the lake. 

	Touhy broke my despondent reverie. “You know why I called you over here?”

	“It doesn’t appear to be to negotiate.”

	He gave a tight-lipped smile. Moved his head back and forth. “Lily and I have our understanding. Now it’s time for you and me to get together.”

	“On what?”

	“You’re either in or you’re out. Right now. You want to keep an eye on her, fine, but that makes you her partner. I’ll get my money from you. I know you weren’t in on this, but you’re more reliable. I don’t care how you get her to come across.”

	“Sounds to me like you already have her income accounted for.”

	“Yeah, I kind of do, but I’m reasonable. If you’re the partner, then you and me can do business. Leave her to the side a little. Here’s the other option: You’re out. All the way out. Tonight. She leaves here with me and gets right to work. You have nothing to do with this—or her—ever again. If you say you’re out and you nose back in, I have the old man’s okay to clip you. No sit-down. No explain-ing the facts of life. No warning. I know you took down a shooter once.” Held up a finger. “Once. A, you were lucky, and we both know it. B, whoever we’d send already knows you’re lucky and good. No one’s that lucky, and no one’s that good. Now what’s it gonna be?”

	“Right now?”

	“You want me to count backwards from ten?”

	I knew what had to happen. Needed the time to be able to say so. Touhy would own Forte Investigations if he got into me through this and there was no better front for a mob operation than a detective agency. I couldn’t go up against him, either. He was right: I’d lucked out the first time because it was an unauthorized hit. If the Outfit wanted someone dead, that person died. Simple as that. My family was safe—Annunciato would see to that—but the business, and possibly Sharon and Delbert, were in play.

	“Nick?” My hesitation must have been unbearable for Lily. Her voice had none of the resonance that gave such good phone or sounded so erotic when mingled with her breath in my ear. “I swear to God I’ll pay. You’ll never have to come up with a penny. I—I’ll even give you extra. To save toward the twenty thousand. Whatever you say.”

	I stared at the floor between her and Touhy, unable to make eye contact with anyone, least of all myself.

	“Nick? Please?”

	Touhy’s voice was almost consoling. “Give it up, honey. You’re smarter than that and so is he. Don’t be too hard on him. He doesn’t have a choice.” He got out of the chair. “Let’s go.” Put a hand on her arm. 

	Lily’s eyes got big as quarters. Tried to scratch the arm away. “Nick!” Slapped him with the other hand. Had as much effect as if she’d beat the couch. “Nick, please. You know what’s going to happen to me. I know you do. Pleasepleaseplease don’t let him take me. I’ll do whatever you want. Please. Help me.”

	Touhy had her up and moving. She tried to kick him and stumbled. “Nick, I’m sorry! My mother was right. I should’ve trusted you. I know I’ve been a cunt. Please. I’ll make it up to you. Please give me a chance. Please! I don’t want to go with him!”

	Halfway to the door she bit him. Touhy used his free hand to pull her head back by the hair. His voice stayed level, no louder than it needed to be for me to hear. “I said I wouldn’t hurt you and I meant it. You do anything like that again and I’ll give you to someone who will, and he’ll pay me for the privilege. Now let’s go.”

	He paused at the threshold. Whether to give me a last look or a last chance, I don’t know. I took neither.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	37

	 

	 

	I made sure to get to the office the next morning before anyone else. Made my tea and sat in my new chair looking out the window onto Federal Street. Tried to think of a part of me that didn’t hurt. Even my feet ached, though I hadn’t been on them much the past few days.

	Sharon came in at five minutes to nine. Stuck her head in the door for an invitation, didn’t press it. Went into her office and came back with coffee. Sat in one of the new and improved visitors’ chairs. Gave me every chance to volunteer something. Lost patience, said, “How’d it go?”

	“She works for Touhy now.”

	Sharon cut short a sip. Held the mug halfway between her lips and the desktop. “What do you mean, she works for Touhy?”

	“I mean she does what he tells her to do with who he tells her to do it with for a twenty-five percent cut. Pays him six hundred a week out of her share and needs to save up for a balloon payment of twenty thousand dollars to get free.”

	Sharon’s face slipped throughout the accounting. “For how long?”

	“Until she’s done. He won’t push her, so long as he’s getting his six hundred. Doesn’t matter to him if she never pays the principle. She gets old and can’t earn enough to keep up, he’ll find something else for her to do.”

	Something about my tone Sharon didn’t like. I wasn’t crazy about it myself. “And that’s all?” she said.

	“She could’ve done a lot worse. Assuming he keeps his end of the deal.”

	“The image I have based on what you told me is white slavery.”

	“Not at twenty-five percent it’s not.”

	Sharon’s face and voice got harder with each exchange. I’d seen her like this before. Never with me. “What will she have to do for this twenty-five percent?”

	“Nothing she wasn’t doing already. Just for less money and under new management.”

	“You’re taking it well.” Ice hung from each word.

	“No, Sharon, I’m not. I’m taking the best option I have and making peace with it.”

	“That’s your best option? What about hers?”

	“What about hers? He didn’t have to give her the twenty-five percent, you know. It’s half of half, which is more than fair in that line of work. I didn’t ask her to make a living blackmailing men. I didn’t ask her to involve me with the Outfit. I didn’t get her into this cluster fuck and I can’t get her out. It’s good I have history with Dominic Annunciato and Touhy or this could’ve gone a lot worse.”

	Sharon sipped her coffee. And again. “You have history with Lily, too. And Sheila.”

	“Anything I owed Sheila is paid with interest.” That didn’t go over well. I softened my tone. “Yes, Lily had a fucked-up childhood. And a fucked-up adolescence. And early adulthood. It’s been a fucked-up life, no question. But past a point, how she got that way doesn’t matter any-more.” No response. “Lily’s a black hole. No light escapes and she’ll pull in anyone she thinks she needs. There has to be a point where enough is enough.”

	“You know what kind of life she’s in for now.”

	“Probably better than you do. I was a cop. Some of the things I’ve seen I’ll never tell anyone but another cop.”

	“And you let her go.”

	“Yes goddamn it, I let her go!” Sharon’s expression showed me I’d crossed a line. “Touhy gave me a chance to share the debt. We both know she’d walk away the first chance she got. He would’ve ended up a partner here. Lily’s ruined her own life. She can’t have mine. And yours. And Delbert’s. So I took Door Number Two, where I walk away. Touhy made it very clear that door swings one direction only. If I go back, push this at all, they’ll kill me. It’s a closed matter. For everyone. Including you.”

	Emotions played across Sharon’s face. Her eyes re-mained steady. Among the reasons we’d got along so well for so long was she didn’t just empathize with people; she solved problems. Calculations went on while I waited. “Could you pay Touhy? Then Lily would pay you?”

	The answer was never in doubt. Only a question of how to phrase it. “Even if I had the twenty—which I don’t—she can’t have it. I already have a young woman I’m responsible for. I won’t take anything I might need for Caroline and give it to Lily.”

	“It would be a loan.”

	“Lily O’Donoghue doesn’t borrow. She takes. If you’d like to give her twenty thousand dollars to do with as she sees fit, I’m sure she’ll let you.”

	That was unfair. Sharon was a single mother with two boys in high school. She didn’t have two thousand dollars for Lily, let alone twenty thousand. I knew that, still said it, and I wasn’t finished. “Bear in mind, even if she does pay you back even a small percentage, that won’t make you her benefactor so much as her co-conspirator. You know how she’ll earn the money.”

	I’d dug the hole. Now it was time to pour in the flaming gasoline. I could no more stop myself than I could keep from falling if I stepped off a cliff. “That’s assuming Touhy doesn’t change his mind and decide to keep her whether she pays or not. There’s nothing like an enforce-able contract here. He likes the idea of Lily working for him indefinitely, then she will. That’s how these guys work. Of course then you won’t only be a co-conspirator. You’ll be her new partner, at least in Touhy’s eyes. He might come up with plans for you, too. It’s a much clearer decision now, isn’t it?”

	Sharon finished her coffee. Held the mug in her lap with both hands. Her voice caught when she spoke. “I don’t think I can work like this anymore.”

	“Like what?”

	“With you. The way you are.”

	“The way I am how?”

	“Hard. Not tough. Hard. You’ve changed since Tom McManus died. You promised you’d get help, remember? Counseling?”

	“I recall ‘if I needed it’ being in there somewhere.”

	“You don’t think you need it? How many men have you killed?”

	“And you never had a problem with it until now, when I didn’t kill one.” I might as well have slapped her. “That’s what it would’ve taken, you know. And all it would’ve got me was a contract with my name on it.”

	Sharon sniffed back snot. Not a tear had fallen. “That’s all for Lily, then?”

	“As far as we’re concerned it is.”

	She took a few seconds to collect herself. “Then I can’t stay. I can’t work for a man who’d leave a woman to what you just left Lily to. It’s not a matter of principle. It’s trust.”

	“Trust?”

	“What happens to me if there’s a situation you don’t want to get involved in? The same cost-benefit analysis?”

	That hurt. Our relationship had weathered good times and bad over the past ten years. Sharon and I shared things with each other friends wouldn’t think of and lovers wouldn’t dare. She got me at a level no one else ever had, and got to me the same way. If that bond was broken…

	I wasn’t so much tired as I was empty. Too much had gone on too fast with too few satisfactory resolutions. This discussion required thought and empathy from both of us and I wasn’t up to it. Feeling unfairly put upon didn’t help. Sharon hadn’t been there. She thought she knew how the scene with Touhy could have played out. She didn’t. Sonny could have told her. Jan. Phil Chandler from the Sun-Times. Even Hanlon might have stood up for me. They weren’t here and I didn’t have it in me. “All right. If that’s what you want. Just do me one favor for the ten years we’ve been together.”

	Her voice was puny. “What?”

	“It’s traditional to give an employer two weeks’ notice. Stick around that long to think it over. If you decide to stay, no hard feelings. You still want to leave, we’ll work out a fair severance.” Paused to add weight to what came next. “Either way, we’ll never have this conversation again.”

	Another sniff and a nod. As she moved toward the door I said, “I think it would be best if you took the rest of the day off.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	38

	 

	 

	I didn’t see much value in sticking around pretending to work but I’d sent home the person whose job it was to answer the phones and keep the business open. About to feel sorry for myself because I got all the shit of being boss and none of the perks—the absolute least of my prob-lems—when Mad Shea knocked on the door jamb. “Is this a bad time?”

	I offered her a seat. “What’s up?”

	“I passed Sharon on my way in. She didn’t look happy.”

	“I gave her the day off to work on some personal busi-ness.” Mad looked at me as if it was still my turn to speak, so I did. “It’s nice to see you, but I know you didn’t come all the way downtown to check on my office manager.”

	“I talked to my boss. He’s okay with the barter testi-mony idea we discussed.”

	“That’s great. I’m sure Barbara McConnell will appre-ciate it. Send us whatever paperwork you need and we’ll do the same.”

	“Will do.” Mad gave me a cop’s looking-over. Too intense to be friendly, but not challenging. “You look like hell. No offense.”

	“None taken. I wish I could say something witty about how you should see the other guy, but they look pretty good.”

	“They? Multiple?”

	“I had a bad month this week.”

	“And it’s only Wednesday.”

	“Yeah.” We exchanged looks. Mine unsure, hers with a go ahead aura to it. “I was the smallest kid in my class all the way through middle school. Nothing to make anyone believe I’d grow into the burly hulk you see today.” If I’d thought humor would make me feel better, I was mis-taken. “We had an uneven number of boys and girls a couple of years, so when we did things like square danc-ing, I had to be the extra girl. I loved learning stuff, hated going to school. Threw up waiting for the bus once a week.”

	I’d never got that far before with anyone. Stopped to gauge the reception. Mad appeared comfortable, waiting to hear what came next. “I grew nine inches in ninth and tenth grade. Never understood I was big until I was damn near thirty and already a cop. I took two beatings in the past week. Earned them both. Someone who’d used me—and would gladly have let me take the fall for her—got overcome by a situation she’d created. Dragged me into it under false pretenses. Last night she got what she deserved. No, that’s too harsh. I don’t know that anyone deserves what happened—is happening—to her, but it’s the logical end to a sequence of events she put in motion herself. No one’s fault but hers. I had to watch it play out and walk away. No say in the matter. None that would’ve made a difference, anyway. Made me feel like I was in school again. The smallest kid there and everyone made me put up with whatever they felt like.”

	Met Madeline Shea twice in my life. No idea why I told her that except that empathy wafted from her like the first warm breeze of spring. She asked if it was my friend from Eldrick’s. I nodded. “What happened, if you don’t mind me asking?” she said.

	I didn’t mind. Cops ask things all the time others would find intrusive. It’s what we did. “It’s a long story.”

	“I have time if you need it.”

	“The problem is, only one of us has the patience for this story, and it’s not the person who’d have to tell it.”

	“Then don’t. What else would you like to talk about?”

	What I wanted was to be left alone. Some self-defense mechanism not yet destroyed in me knew Madeline Shea was a person—possibly the person—I didn’t want to leave me alone right now. “You have any kids, Mad?”

	She had two, grown boys. One out west and one in Northbrook. Asking if she was married seemed the next logical question. She wore no ring and I thought it might sound too much like a come-on. 

	“I’m divorced,” she said. Caught my look. “Since I know that’s the next logical question.” I smiled in spite of myself. She pursed her lips and made some mental calcula-tions before letting it drop.

	“Me, too. One daughter. Twelve.”

	“I’m guessing that’s her.” Pointed to the half dozen photos on my desk and walls and the hand-decorated plate that hung behind me.

	“That’s her. More responsible than I am for Forte In-vestigations in some ways.”

	“How’s that?”

	“I put up with what I put up with for her.”

	“So all this can be hers one day?”

	A genuine laugh. “Oh, hell, no. To pay for child support. College. Weekends together and whatever else seems important at the time. What I had been doing wasn’t going to cut it.”

	So it went. Mad was a cop before she had the kids and decided to be a full-time mom. The Midwestern Casualty gig allowed her to work part-time and set her own hours once they were in school. We took turns volunteering what we felt like sharing, at least until the conversation turned to spouses. I told her about meeting Diane at Northwestern and getting married when I got out of the army. Mad paused only long enough for a professional to notice, said, “Mitch and I met when we were both cops.”

	“Maybe I know him. Is he still on the force?” She shook her head. “What’s he doing now?”

	“Mandatory life.” I cocked my head and raised my eye-brows no more than appropriate to allow her to continue or stop, whichever she wanted. “You know how to find out,” she said. “I’m not asking you not to. I’m just not going to say. At least not right now.”

	“So, Cubs or White Sox?

	Her laugh showed more relaxation than humor. “Cubs.”

	“I should ask you to leave, but I’m enjoying the com-pany.”

	“How can you not love Wrigley Field?”

	“I do love Wrigley. It’s the Cubs I hate.”

	“Why?”

	“They used to be happy putting any old shitty product on the field, knowing the trendy yuppies—” a wink, “—who filled the joint would come for the ballpark. The new owner’s a tool, too, but at least he seems serious about winning. I do go to a few games when the Pirates are in town.” Pointed to the cap hanging off my coat rack.

	I felt better. Not all the way, but considering the hole I’d started in, no mean feat. We bullshitted and shared a couple of Cokes and then it was time for her to leave. We walked to the outer door and shook hands.

	She took the step. “Not now, but sometime when things have calmed down a little, would you like to have lunch?” The rest tumbled out as if she needed to get it said before thinking better of it. “You remind me of someone. Talked before he should sometimes and had a tendency to bite off more than he could chew. Took things to heart too much, but it was a good heart. So, maybe lunch?”

	Sure, maybe lunch. In thirty seconds I’d have to deal with the overflowing bowl of steaming shit my life had become. A lunch date with something other than steaming bowls of shit on the menu was something to look forward to.
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	I handed sets of earplugs to Jan Rusiewicz and her fiancé. “Take these.”

	“Really?” Jan said. Jim’s expression agreed with her.

	“Maybe not, but trust me on this. You’d rather have them and not need them than need them and not have them. It’s going to get loud.” They took the plugs.

	Jim was a class act. A lot of guys would have a problem spending time with someone who’d gotten horizontal with his soon-to-be wife. Jim showed no signs of it when we’d met a couple of times at happy hours and a Sox game in the spring. He accepted me at face value and I was pre-disposed to like anyone who made Jan happy, a task I had shown myself to be uniquely unsuited for.

	Jim had let slip when the Sox played “Miserlou” between innings that he dug Dick Dale’s music. I had been a Dickhead ever since my cousin turned me onto him during a visit to Colorado. I thought it would be a gesture on my part to take Jan and Jim to see a concert as an engagement gift. What kind of gesture, I wasn’t sure. They half surprised me when they accepted.

	“You ever heard him live?” I said, the three of us hold-ing beers as we stood on the seatless floor at Reggie’s. Neither had. “It’s a safe bet you’ve never seen anything quite like a Dick Dale show. Whether that’s good or bad depends on you. It’ll definitely be different.”

	I let the conversation lapse as the drummer and bass player organized themselves on stage. Even I had been unaware of how much I dug Dale’s act until the day Caro-line asked me why I played air guitar left-handed. I hadn’t noticed. “I guess I’m just doing it wrong. Looking at it from this side all the time.”

	“Uh-uh,” she said. “You play air bass right-handed.” I changed the subject before she critiqued my air drum per-formances.

	Dick Dale is the kind of act they say needs no intro-duction, so Reggie’s didn’t give him one. He walked on stage and the energy level of the crowd ratcheted up. Leaned into the microphone and said, “I’m ba-a-ck.” Cocked his head as if he might say something to the band and launched into “Nitro” so quick and loud it was as if someone had boxed my ears.

	Jan and Jim each sprouted looks I recognized. I’m sure I had it myself when my cousin took me to see Dick at the Bluebird in Denver. There’s a world of difference between a musician who thinks of himself as a live act and a recording artist putting on a concert. I’d been to shows at the United Center and other venues where recording “artists” come to play. They’re great. No complaints. But to see an act—any act—that thinks of itself as a performer who happens to record is completely different. The acoustics of a home or car can’t compete with the sound of a good venue. Jan and Jim’s spontaneous reactions proved that no matter how the rest of the gig went, this was what they’d remember. If they were married fifty years, they’d be able to turn to each other and say, “Remember the night we saw Dick Dale at Reggie’s?” They’d forget I was there, but they’d always have “Nitro.”

	Good for them. I got an off feeling when I noticed near the end of the song that Dick’s left hand wasn’t as active as usual. I brushed the thought away. The man was well into his seventies. Damn right his hands were slower. It was the kind of slippage only another musician who knew the repertoire would notice. The glisses and what I called “side comments” within the phrases were still there, and they were solid. 

	His age showed in other ways. Song intros rambled. He forgot the words to “Ring of Fire.” “Ghost Riders in the Sky” morphed into something else. Half an hour in I recalled a rumor that he had health issues rivaled in seri-ousness only by his financial situation. That brought some-thing else to mind: He didn’t look old so much as he looked unwell. Coming to see and listen to Dick would’ve been fun if I knew he was doing exactly what he wanted to do for as long as he was able to do it. Now it took on the aura of an old man forced to work a demanding job long past the time when he might have wanted to retire and rest on his well-deserved laurels. 

	I’d been a good musician. Not good enough to get the kind of work I wanted, but the things I did well I did as well as anyone. What drove me out was the lack of money—of course—coupled with the loss of joy for some-thing I had devoted my life to. I hoped that wasn’t the situation for Dick. He’d given a lot of people a lot of plea-sure. He’d earned the right to look back at his career and not have the satisfaction ground out of him by necessity.

	We stopped for a drink after the show. Jan and Jim were effusive in their gratitude; my money was no good the rest of the night. I hoped I didn’t seem anti-social when I excused myself earlier than expected. 

	I thought of Lily on the way home. I had no idea what she’d ever felt about spreading her legs for strangers’ money. Had she enjoyed sex before it became a commod-ity to her? Regardless of how she’d felt before, working with—for—Mickey Touhy would be different. He’d work her until he got tired. He’d pick her customers. Before she might have been able to tell herself whoring was just a job. What she had now was a sentence.

	At home I sat with only the kitchen night light reaching a finger into the living room. Left my recliner alone to sit in a low-backed wing chair. Didn’t drink. Didn’t watch television or listen to music. Sharon had come in at the end of her two weeks and said she still wanted to leave. I paid her the two weeks plus a year’s severance. Had to dip into the retirement to cover it. I’d felt alone my first night at Northwestern. First night in basic training. First night after Diane threw me out. Those were class trips to Disney World compared to the residue of the past few weeks. 

	In the morning I’d go to a place I was financially bound to that had destroyed far more of my life than it had enhanced. Caroline was the last remaining thread to a time before the agency; I hadn’t taken a trumpet out if its case in over three years. She was all that kept what I considered to be Nick Forte connected to the Nick Forte I had become. That was too great a burden to place on any twelve-year-old and I had no idea how to help her carry it.

	I was still sitting there when the sun came up. I went to work. It was what I could do.

	THE END
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