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Who stole the keeshka? 


Someone call a cop


—The Matys Brothers




STAN WALCZAK 


May 7, 1965 


Officer Stanisław “Stan” Walczak usually takes his beer by the gallon, but he’s taking it easy this hot spring afternoon. He uses the backs of his thick fingers to wipe away the sweat beading up on his forehead. It’s seventy-two degrees and very humid. His Polish blood can’t stand the humidity.


He looks over at his partner, George W. Wildey. Unlike Stan, Wildey rarely breaks a sweat. He also hardly ever drinks. But after the week they’ve had, George said a cold one was most definitely in order. Stan couldn’t agree more.


They’re in plain clothes, but anybody setting foot in the bar would immediately tag them as cops. No white guy ever hangs out with a black guy in North Philly unless they’re undercover fuzz.


Technically, both are shirking duty.


A dozen blocks away, protestors are surrounding Girard College, and Stan and George are supposed to be there to help keep order. Over 130 years ago the richest man in Philadelphia willed most of his considerable fortune to establish a school for “poor, white, male” orphans on the outskirts of the city. Over the next 100 years, neighborhoods rose up around the campus. The neighborhood changed from German to Irish to Jewish and finally to black, even as the students of Girard College remained poor, white, and male.


After Brown v. Board of Education, however, blacks began to fight for their seats in the classroom. Picketing by the NAACP began seven days ago, and the commissioner dispatched a thousand police to the scene to make sure nothing got out of hand. The last thing the city wants is another riot like that clusterfuck on Columbia Avenue last August.


Stan and George were assigned to the protests from the very first day. Punishment detail, best they can figure. They must have pissed off someone high up. But despite fears of another riot, nothing has really happened. A few jokers trying to scale the twenty-foot wall onto the campus, but that’s been it. Otherwise, just a lot of standing around and waiting. Stan is pretty sure nobody will miss them.


“Still taking Jimmy to the game tonight?” George asks.


“That’s the plan,” Stan replies.


“I don’t know about the Phils,” George says. “It’s the Cards. World Champs. Phillies are gonna have to figure out something new this time around.”


“They’ll do all right.”


“You forget the Cards still have Simmons and Sadecki?”


“And we got Dick Allen and Tony Taylor, who’s the best second baseman in the game,” Stan says, thick finger bouncing on the bar top to emphasize each syllable. “You wanna talk lefties, look at Covington.”


“Sure, but you’re talking about the same team that made twenty-two errors over the last twelve games. That ain’t good.”


“They’ve been on the road. We got ten home games ahead of us.”


“Dreamer.”


Stan has nothing to say to that. He just wants his boy Jimmy to see a good game, recapture some of that feeling from last August when the Phils were unbeatable and the whole city felt like it mattered. Something to look forward to, instead of another summer of dread. He half-drains his beer, reminding himself to take it slow. After all, he has all day to drink.


“Lemme put something on the box,” George says after a while.


Stan nods. “Sure, whatever.”


The taproom is dead quiet. It’s just the two of them, plus two winos in the back, each at his own table. The ancient barkeep wipes down the top of the bar, lifts their beers for a swipe, places them back down, never once making eye contact. The rag smells like industrial bleach.


A thought occurs to Stan. He half-spins on his stool, calls out, “Hey, none of that soul shit.”


“Come on,” George says with a big smile. “You love the soul shit.”


Secretly, Stan thinks some of that soul shit isn’t half bad. But he wouldn’t tell anyone that. Least of all his partner.


George drops the quarter, presses a button. Metal panels, three records on each, a loud metallic flap with every push. There’s a shockingly diverse mix on this machine, George thinks, as if this juke can’t make up its mind if it’s in a black bar or a white bar. George makes his selection with a three-number button punch. After a few sips Stan hears Solomon Burke over the tinny speakers. “Got to Get You Off My Mind.”


Stan shakes his head and smiles. Taps his fingers on the bar top like it’s a piano.


“Don’t worry, Stanny boy,” George says, searching for his final selection, “I’ve got something special for you coming up next.”


“Yeah, I’m sure.”


Flap. Flap. Flap.


“So what’s Jimmy listening to these days? He’s the only one with taste in the family.”


Stan’s boy Jimmy wants to be a professional musician when he grows up. He’s twelve and already pretty good with the guitar, even though he walks around the house playing the same riffs over, and over, and over again. Just like all the bands he listens to.


“He’s also listening to some other British group now. The Clinks?”


“Heh heh. The Kinks, man.”


Stan knows that George’s son Junior wants to be a musician, too. But he hasn’t gotten around to settling on an instrument yet. That’s this whole next generation, George said a few weeks back. They all want to be in bands, don’t want to put in the work.


I know, Solomon Burke croons, it’s just a matter of time.


George walks back across the tiled floor, then eases his frame back onto his stool, takes a sip of his beer. “Don’t know how you drink this shit all the time.”


“Only way I can put up with you,” Stan says.


Their snitch is running late. Terrill Lee asked them to meet him here, at this taproom on the corner of Seventeenth and Fairmount.


Stan and George have worked this general neighborhood for the past nine months but have never set foot in this place. They aren’t the kind of partners who drink on the job. And the Twenty-Second keeps them plenty busy; it isn’t Whitetown.


This taproom has no name. It’s a shotgun bar, long and narrow, with a front entrance on Fairmount and a side entrance that most likely used to be marked FOR LADIES. A working-class bar that straddles two neighborhoods, white and black. Maybe that’s why their snitch picked it. Make both Stan and George feel comfortable.


Stan wishes they’d arranged to meet someplace else.


“Say our man tells us something,” George says. “He tells us something, what are we gonna do about it? And who do we tell?”


“This is going to bring a shitstorm down on our heads, you know that.”


“That’s what I’m saying, we cross that line, and—”


George stops speaking as the front door opens. A burst of harsh sunlight blasts the bar, hot air funnels in. Could be their man.


Nope. Not their man.


This man is a tall and doughy guy in dirty jeans, carrying a hard hat. He pulls the door closed behind him. He hesitates in the vestibule, doing his own reconnaissance. He looks at Stan and George—white guy, black guy—then turns around and leaves. More bright sun, more hot air. The door slams shut.


“Guess he doesn’t want to drink with an ugly Polack.”


“Or an ugly murzyn.”


“I am a black Adonis, my friend.”


Stan laughs but not for real. Been hard to really laugh these days.


“So what are we gonna do, George?”


“Well, we gotta do something. We can agree on that much, right? Can’t just pretend none of this shit is happening We gotta take it all the way.”


“Yeah,” Stan says quietly.


They sip their beers. Even George has to admit there’s a certain comfort in an ice-cold beer on a hot August day. His daddy would do a 360 in his grave if he saw his son drinking a cold beer. The bartender, nothing else to do, cleans off some of the bottles of rail liquor.


You’ve found somebody new, and our romance is through.


“Is this supposed to be my surprise?”


“Naw, man, you get three songs for a quarter. Yours is up next. I promise, you’re gonna like it.”


“Yeah, yeah.”


Yesterday, at the end of their shift, they decided they’d had enough of the mindless protest duty. So instead of reporting for duty today they drove a few blocks away to go visit an inmate at Eastern State. They convinced him that talking could help him. They were both lying, but it seemed to work. The inmate talked. Now Stan and George almost wish he hadn’t.


“You want another one?” Stan asks, gesturing to his empty mug.


“No, but you go ahead. I ain’t showing up at home drunk. Carla would have my ass served up with mint jelly.”


“Geez, I’d need a few dozen of these things to get drunk.”


“That ain’t what Rosie tells me.”


Stan is about to warn George about talking to his beautiful wife when the third song comes on—a pair of sharp cowbell strikes, a zippy accordion riff, and then a descending bass line into a polka rave-up. George belly-laughs—he can’t hold it in any longer. A goofy smile breaks out over Stan’s face, against his own will.




Someone stole the keeshka


Someone stole the keeshka


Someone stole the keeshka


From the butcher’s shop





First time Stan played it for George, his partner couldn’t stop laughing. It was simply the most absurd song George had ever heard. Oompa, oompa, kishka kishka. What made it even funnier was when Stan told them the performers were local boys from Chester, the Matys Brothers, and they’d recorded the song at Broad and Columbia, the fringes of the Jungle in the heart of North Philly. Stan said it with such pride, which just made George laugh even harder.


“Hey, barkeep,” George calls out over the song, “get my Polish boy here another Schmidt’s. Who stole the kishka, man. Heh heh.”




Round and firm and fully packed


It was hanging on the rack


Someone stole the keeshka


When I turned my back





The world-weary bartender looks up as if wondering why a black cop would play a silly polka on the jukebox, then shuffles over to the taps.


At that moment sunlight blasts into the bar, along with another gust of hot air wafting off Fairmount Avenue. Both Stan and George turn to look, half-expecting to see the construction worker again. Maybe changed his mind, decided a cold one here was better than a cold one nowhere.


But it’s not the construction worker.


It’s a man with a gun.


A revolver.




JIM WALCZAK 


May 7, 1995 


Homicide Detective Jim Walczak stands on the corner of Seventeenth and Fairmount holding a bunch of flowers and a cold bottle of Schmidt’s. His boy, Cary, fifteen, kicks the sidewalk, looks up at the shuttered bar.


“I thought you said it’d be open, Dad.”


“I said I hoped it would be open.”


Jim crouches down, flowers in hand, props them up against the front door. Or where the front door would have been, had it not been covered and nailed shut with wooden boards. A warm breeze flutters the petals, the wrapping.


Then Jim removes the Schmidt’s from its brown paper bag. Twists off the cap. Drops it into the bag.


“Here’s to you, Pop.”


Takes a sip. It’s not good beer, but it’s what his father drank.


Cary watches him. Jim waits a second, as if thinking it over, then hands the bottle to Cary. But Cary shakes his head, mumbles, “No thanks.” Good kid. When he offered the bottle to his older boy, Staś, he’d pretty much downed half the fucking thing before Jim could pry it out of his fingers.


The bar closed five years ago. Sure, it was a sad little dive on its last legs, holding on to what little trade could be drummed up in this neighborhood. All the action is downtown; nobody wants to hang on the fringes.


“So this is where it happened, Dad?”


Jim nods, lips pursed. “Yeah. This is it.”


He brought Staś here the last couple of years, but this is Cary’s first time. Jim also wanted to bring Audrey, but Claire put her foot down. No way. Not a five-year-old, not in this neighborhood. Jim reminded his wife that he was a cop, carried a big-boy gun and everything. But it was no use. She told him he was lucky she let Cary go.


Shame the bar was still shuttered. Each year, on the anniversary of his father’s murder, Jim liked to go inside, sit on the same barstool in the same place (best he could figure), soak in the warmth and the dark, order a Schmidt’s. If someone was already occupying that barstool, Jim would wait until the patron left, then take his place and drink his beer in silence. He’d have just the one, then leave a very generous tip.


This tradition changed with the loss of Schmidt’s on tap back in ’89, and then the closing of the bar in ’90. Jim hoped someone would open it up again. It wasn’t the same thing, standing outside in the heat, with a bottle of not-so-great beer and a bunch of flowers. No wonder the older boy took a pass this time.


But it is important that they remember. Important they hear the story. They might tear this corner down, but what happened here needs to be remembered.


Jim stands there, staring at the shuttered door as if he can will it to pop open. He wonders what the place looks like inside now, after five years of decay.


“What happened?” Cary asks.


Jim hesitates, but in truth he’s already made up his mind. Cary’s old enough to hear this. Hell, he was younger than Cary when it happened. He’ll be able to handle it.


“Thirty years ago today,” Jim says, “right around this time, your grandpop Stan and his partner, Officer George W. Wildey, were inside this bar when an armed man walked in and tried to rob it.”


“He tried to rob it with two cops inside?”


“It was a Friday. Maybe this robber thought the till would be full.”


Cary nods slowly. It’s clear he doesn’t know what a till is but quickly figures out it’s the same thing as the cash register. Till. Jim watches him commit the word to memory. Once he learns it, the boy never forgets anything.


“Apparently the robber held your grandfather and his partner at gunpoint, then made them take off their uniforms.”


Cary blinks. “Why’d he do that?”


“No one knows for sure, but probably so they wouldn’t run after him right away. Their uniforms were found in the trash about a dozen blocks away, along with their belts and guns. Unfired.”


“But he didn’t just run away.”


“No, he didn’t.”


Cary processes this, but clearly something bothers him about it.


“How did one robber manage to hold up two cops? Didn’t they have their guns on them?”


Jim smiles. His boy knows to ask questions. Look for evidence. Be smart. He drums this into both his boys, and will do the same with Audrey when she’s old enough.


“Well, that’s a great question, Care. One I’ve been asking myself ever since I was your age. And the answer is simple. They knew their killer. It was most likely someone they trusted.”


“Jesus,” Cary says. “Who was it?”


Jim shakes his head. “No one was ever officially charged with the murder.”


“But you know who did it.”


Jim nods. “Yeah, I have a pretty good idea.”


There’s not much to do except hang around here on the corner with a bottle of beer that’s beading sweat and flowers that are already wilting. The May sun is punishing and hot. God help him the day they knock this place down to build condos or some such shit. Jim realizes that yeah, cities need to change and evolve, but this corner should stay the way it is, as a reminder. But nobody remembers. Nobody cares. Jim is lost in a reverie when he feels a tug on his coat sleeve and hears an urgent plea from Cary.


“Dad.”


“Hey, man,” a weary voice calls out.


Jim turns around to see some homeless guy wearing a green army jacket, cautiously ambling up Seventeenth Street toward them. He’s scuffed, dirty, and shivering despite the heat.


Jim puts his hand on his son’s shoulder and squeezes it. “It’s okay, Care.”


The mayor has spent the last four years chasing the homeless out of Center City, so they’ve started drifting up here, to the outskirts, in increasing numbers. This guy probably sees Jim in his jacket and tie and thinks he can hit him up for a few bucks. Or maybe whatever’s left of the Schmidt’s in his hand.


“Sorry, can’t help you, buddy.”


Jim turns his attention back to the flowers on the ground. He’s not in the mood to deal with this shit right now. But it looks like his visit is going to be shorter than usual. He squeezes his son’s shoulder again.


“You ready to go?”


“Hey, man,” the guy says again, pleading now. Jim senses Cary tensing up. He’s a fragile kid, easily spooked, just like his mother. Jim’s deciding whether it’s worth flashing his badge or not, tell the guy to go bother someone else, when the guys says,


“Jimmy … it’s me.”


Jim gives the guy a closer look. Red eyes, trembling lips. High on something. But his features are familiar, even if Jim can’t place them. Somebody he busted? No, somebody he busted wouldn’t call him Jimmy.


“It’s George, man,” the guy says, and then it all clicks so hard Jim’s head spins a little.


Jesus.


The last time Jim saw George Wildey, Jr., it was more than ten years ago, in an interrogation room, back when Jim was working narcotics. Guy says he knows you. Yeah, Jim knew the guy. He did what he could for him, which wasn’t much. He had a few felony arrests for burglary, dope dealing, auto theft. There are two paths you can follow. Even as a kid, Jim knew George Junior here was headed down the wrong one, despite what his father did for a living.


“Hey, George,” Jim says. “I’m sorry, it’s been a while.”


“Yes it has, yes it has. Is that your oldest?” George asks, looking at Cary.


“No, no. This is Cary, my second-born,” Jim says. “Care, this is my friend George. His daddy was—”


“Grandpop’s partner,” Cary says, getting it.


George Junior gestures to the bunch of flowers leaning up against the wall.


“Shoulda thought of that.”


Jim shakes his head. “They’re for both of them. My pop and yours.”


George Junior nods at the beer in Jim’s hand. “Heh heh. That for them, too?”


“Yeah, I guess so. You want a pull?”


“Nah, man, I don’t drink anymore.”


They’re roughly the same age. In the short time their fathers were partners, they socialized twice—and both were very awkward experiences. Jim actually liked Officer Wildey quite a bit. His big bear laugh, his cool taste in soul, jazz, and even rock. Wildey was the guy who pointed out that the Stones pretty much ripped off “The Last Time” from the Staple Singers, and this always came to mind when the song came on the radio. Or when he played it at home, late at night.


His son Junior, though, is another story. Always has this look in his eye that’s part accusation, part confrontation.


“You still working narco?” Junior asks now.


“Nah. Moved over to homicide about ten years back.”


“Hom-i-cide,” George Junior says, drawing out the syllables as if holding the word up to the light to inspect it. “That’s good, real good.”


George Junior stands there shivering in the heat. He seems to want to lean against the wall but doesn’t want to appear weak. Jim wants to ask a lot of questions—where are you living, what are you doing, how’s your mom—but decides he really doesn’t want to hear the answers. Jim just wants to go home to his family and hope the visit next year is a little better. Maybe someone will finally decide to reopen the bar.


Jim pulls out his wallet, flips it open, reaches inside.


“Here.”


“No, man, I don’t need nothing like that.”


Jim shakes his head as he pulls out a white business card, emblazoned with a golden badge and his beeper number. Your basic get-out-of-a-gentle-scrape card. It wouldn’t help you with, say, possession with intent to sell. Or homicide. But it could make a traffic stop a little easier.


“Just in case,” Jim says.


George Junior takes the card, blinks. “In case of what?”


Every time Jim pulls up in front of his house he can’t help but feel disappointed. They bought their row on Unruh Avenue as their starter home in the late seventies when Mayfair was still solid—lots of guys on the force lived in the Northeast—and they had one kid. The loose plan was to stick around for five, six years, then bolt for someplace bigger. Maybe even out in the near burbs.


But those five years passed in a blink, and in the meantime came their second boy (Cary), and before long it was 1990, and they realized they’d been there a dozen years and now with a new baby girl in the house. Instead of moving they doubled down, building a deck off the back of the house to make up for the lack of a yard. According to conventional wisdom in Northeast Philly, once you put on a deck you were there for life. But who cares. In the warm weather, the deck is pretty much where they live.


Jim holds the door open for his widowed mom, Rose, whom they picked up after their visit to the shuttered bar. Rose Walczak still lives in the house she bought with her husband almost fifty years ago, but sooner or later she’s going to have to move. Not necessarily to an old-age home—she’s a bit too young for that—but to a small apartment, maybe, in a better neighborhood. This was a decent slice of Frankford for a long while, but lately it’s joined the rest of the city in becoming one sprawling high-crime area. Jim dreads taking the call someday that someone’s attacked her.


Rose will refuse, of course. This is her world, and all she knows. Part of Jim can’t blame her—and if he’s honest, that same part of him will be gutted to put the house up for sale. The ghost of his father still looms large there.


“DADDEEEEEEEEEE!”


Audrey comes thundering across the wooden floor. She’s five years old and crazy and strong as a bull.


BAM—a wrecking ball right to Jim’s upper thighs. He scoops her up and blows raspberries into the side of her neck, causing her to wail and squirm around in his arms.


Rose hands Claire her homemade potato salad (which the kids love) and beet salad (which they loathe). She kisses Staś on his forehead, then pats his girlfriend, Bethanne, on her cheek. “Such a pretty girl,” she says. Bethanne blushes.


Cary walks behind Rose, in her wake, and winks at Bethanne, his gaze lingering. He has a public crush on his brother’s girlfriend that sometimes borders on the inappropriate.


“Fuck off, Care,” Staś says.


Jim wanted to name their firstborn after his father. But Claire didn’t want him going through life saddled with a name like Stanisław, or even the shorter version, Stan. (“Stan’s the guy who fixes your plumbing,” she said.) So they settled on the alternate form Staś, pronounced “Stosh.” People mishear it all the time, call him Josh, which drives him nuts.


Claire wraps her arms around Jim’s burly torso and tucks herself in.


“Time to get your disgusting Polish meat out of my fridge onto the grill,” she says.


Jim whispers:


“I can think of someplace more fun than the grill.”


She pokes him again, harder this time, laughing despite herself. But she really does hate the smell of the kielbasa. Despite this, she already has the links cut and butterflied so all he has to do is char them a little. Jim buys kielbasa from Czerw’s, a small shop in Port Richmond that’s been grinding and smoking the stuff since the Great Depression. Pop used to shop there.


Claire doesn’t eat red meat—and even if she did, she wouldn’t eat pork—so this is something she only tolerates on special occasions. To Jim there’s nothing better than the aroma of the smoked stuff wafting out of the fridge whenever you open it. Claire more or less gags every time.


As Jim turns the links, Audrey is spinning around lip-syncing to her new favorite song, which is pumping from a CD boom box:




An older version of me, is she perverted like me?





Jim doesn’t know whether to laugh or burn the goddamned CD. Then again, his parents never stopped him from listening to whatever he wanted. Songs about how sweet brown sugar tasted probably went over Ma’s head anyway.


He twists the cap off another Yuengling, flips the kielbasa, tries to slow down time enough to enjoy the moment, because in this life moments like this are all too rare. His boys fighting, Audrey running around the deck like a spaz. All of them together, kielbasa on the grill, cold beer in his hand, Claire surprising him, slipping her hand around his chest, kissing him on the side of his neck. She’s happiest when everybody’s home. Jim has to admit—he is, too.




AUDREY KORNBLUTH 


May 7, 2015 


Audrey Kornbluth, twenty-five, hasn’t set foot in Philadelphia for close to two years.


She also hasn’t seen her father, aka the Captain, in over three. Word is, he’s shaved his beard because it went gray. Which must be weird—she’s never seen him without facial hair. Whatever. Either way, he’s no doubt the same old grim asshole.


The flight from Houston to Philly took four hours and change. She’s essentially trading one oppressively humid city (the fourth largest) for another oppressively humid city (the fifth largest—or is it sixth or seventh now? Audrey’s lost track). A wasted morning flying from one armpit to the next. All in an ill-fitting black dress with long sleeves that hug her arms a bit too much.


“Your grandmother asked me to remind you about the sleeves,” her mom texted her, although she speaks her texts so it came out Your grand mopper asked me to rewind you about the Steves.


That is, Steves/sleeves to cover her beautiful fully inked arm sleeves. God forbid a young lady should show off her tats in mixed company. But she complies, because Audrey loves her Grandma Rose. Or maybe she loves the idea of Grandma Rose more. Because in real life, she’s kind of a pain in the ass.


Outside the terminal the hot humid air smacks her in the face. Her long black hair goes whipping around like Medusa’s snakes. Her eyes tear up. She clutches her overnight bag—oh yes, this is going to be a short visit, guilt only buys you twenty-four hours, people—and looks for the limo. For all this hassle, she was promised a limo.


No limo.


Instead what she gets is a minivan. Cyanotic blue Honda Whatever, a few years old, dinged up here and there.


She gets a sister-in-law, the only one who talks to her, waving and yelling at her, hurry up, hurry up, we’re running late. Cheering kids in the back. Wait; they’re not cheering. They’re yelling.


This is going to be a nightmare.


She was promised a limo, goddammit.


So Audrey Kornbluth, grown-ass woman, wedges herself between two toddlers in the third row of a six-year-old minivan. A dirty finger violates the personal space around her face.


“Who are you?”


Patience; he’s an innocent.


“I’m your aunt Audrey.”


“No you’re not! Our aunt Audrey lives in Texas.”


“Psst, kid. See those buildings?” She points at the squat ugly gray terminals of concrete and glass that they are currently speeding past. “Behind them are these magical devices that transport you from one location to another. One of them brought me here from Texas!”


“Aunt Audrey is pretty.”


“You’re not pretty,” says the other toddler with the certainty of a judge delivering a verdict.


Audrey twists up her face and leans in close to her nephew.


“Yeah, and you’ve got peanut butter on your lip.”


Audrey pulls the seat belt across her torso. It locks up. She pulls again. It locks up. Yanks it hard. Locks up. Oh fuck it. If they crash she’ll be well protected by all the human meat around her.


“Who are you two firecrackers, anyway?”


Audrey is not being funny. She can barely keep her nieces and nephews straight. She hasn’t been home in close to two years, and her two brothers keep multiplying, as if they’re making a hedge against Armageddon. In the second row in front of her are three boys who she knows belong to either Staś or Cary, but she’ll be damned if she knows which is which.


One of her sisters-in-law turns around, placing her hand on the back of the driver’s seat. “You okay back there, Audrey?”


“I’m fine.”


“You look like Houston’s agreeing with you.”


“Yeah, it’s a cool city.”


“How’s CSI school?”


“Just great,” she lies.


CSI school is going very, very badly. In fact, the University of Houston is about seven days away from saying fuck you very much, pleasure taking your tuition money, good luck out there in the world of the desperate and unemployed.


It seemed like a fun idea at the time. Audrey grew up watching CSI—way before she was officially allowed to watch such gruesome things. Mom would have been mortified. Dad just smiled and looked the other way while his ten-year-old daughter was treated to the image of a human head being pulverized by a golf club or a rib-spreader going to work on a hooker’s torso. Audrey reveled in it.


And she continues to revel in it. The problem isn’t the science; the problem is the whirling chaos of her life that prevents her from doing the science. And universities tend not to care about whirling chaos. They want you to show up and just do the science.


The ride from the airport to the city proper takes you through an industrial wasteland of smoke and oil and machines and fire, then sports stadiums and a thousand billboards. Apparently there’s a mayoral primary this month, because the ads are full of names that Audrey dimly remembers. ABRAHAM. WILLIAMS. DEHAVEN. KENNEY.


Predictably, there’s a traffic slowdown near the stadiums.


“We’re going to be late,” says the sister-in-law who is driving. She’s not speaking to anyone in particular, but she’s especially not speaking to Audrey.


Her name is Bethanne, which, of course, Audrey mentally autocorrects to Bitchanne. She’s never done a thing to Bitchanne, except maybe breathe. But Bitchanne is married to Staś, her older sibling, and since Staś doesn’t talk to Audrey anymore, his wife follows suit. It’s kind of a shame because Audrey remembers when she was just a kid and used to look forward to Bethanne coming over. She’d play all the silly girly board games that Staś and Cary refused to play. Now she doesn’t talk to Audrey at all.


The sister-in-law whose skinny ass occupies the passenger seat does speak to Audrey, but delights in telling backstabbing whore lies. Which is far, far worse—Audrey would prefer the stony silence. The backstabber’s name is Jean and she is the reason her brother Cary drinks so much.


Speaking of …


“Uh, I thought there was supposed to be a limo?”


Jean turns, puts on a faux pout and says,


“The city only arranged for two per family, honey. There’s one for your dad, Grandma Rose, and Staś, the other for your mom, Will, Cary, and Gene.”


Audrey seethes as she does the family calculus in her head: okay, so the Walczak sons (Staś, Cary) get a limo ride, and meanwhile, Audrey’s stuck in a cluttered minivan with the peanut butter gang. But lo! It’s not just siblings in the limo. There’s Will, Mom’s newish boyfriend. And Gene, who is Cary’s son. Gene—the grandkid?—gets in the limo before fat ugly Aunt Audrey from Texas?


Then again, it makes sense, she guesses. She’s the adopted one. The only member of the family who doesn’t have almighty Walczak blood running through her veins.


“Don’t worry,” Jean says. “We’re going to meet up with them near Spring Garden Street before driving up to the corner.”


“Wunderbar,” Audrey says.


The corner is where, precisely fifty years ago, on May 7, 1965, Audrey’s grandfather was murdered.


Growing up, Audrey Kornbluth heard a lot about her grandpop Stan. Hero cop. Family man, only forty-one when he died, far too young, and so on.


She only saw Grandpop Stan when she was visiting her grandmother’s house and had to pee.


See, the only bathroom was upstairs, and Grandpop Stan’s black-and-white picture hung slightly askew on the wall by the staircase—one of three photos arranged in a triptych on the wood paneling along the shag-carpeted staircase. In order of ascension:


Her older brother Staś, who is pretty much a dick. Photo taken the day he graduated from the Academy. Audrey remembers that day clearly, which ended with Staś and Cary in a fistfight. (Is there a Walczak family gathering that doesn’t end in a fistfight?)


Next in line: her father, the Captain, taken the day he graduated from the Academy back in 1971. Young Audrey used to laugh at his longish blond hair, which is now long gone. A Study of Her Father as Early-1970s Hipster.


And finally: Grandpop Stan, taken the day he graduated from the police academy (you might be sensing a theme here) in May 1951. He had close-cropped blond hair, deep-set eyes, an uneasy smile.


Staring at you, whenever you needed to go pee.


She has to admit, it used to creep her out, the way his eyes seemed to follow you.


That’s Audrey’s memory of her grandfather.


The limos pull up to the corner under police escort, followed by the motley assortment of civilian vehicles. Uniformed cops salute stiff and precise as the vehicles pass. One whole block of Fairmount Avenue, from Seventeenth to Eighteenth, has been cordoned off to accommodate rows of folding chairs facing the pizza joint. A police flag covers the memorial plaques, with four roses anchoring each corner. Bagpipers wail in the background.


Audrey climbs out of the back of the minivan and steels herself for the painful and awkward hours to come.


Her father, the Captain, climbs out of the back of the first limo. And as rumored, he is indeed beardless. His big pink cheeks are freshly shaved and raw. He’s also about thirty pounds heavier. Blond hair so light it’s almost gray, cropped close to the skull. The man is a mountain, considerably heavier than the last time she saw him. Which was painful, awkward, shitty.


And wouldn’t you know it—the first person he locks eyes with is Audrey.


Even as he puts his sunglasses on, he continues to stare at her. No discernible emotion on his face.


Audrey flinches first and looks away. Oh god, this is going to be awful.


One by one, her siblings and Mom and boyfriend Will—and yes, even little Gene—climb out of their limos and gawk at Audrey. Wow. She actually showed up. Wonder what the over/under is on her appearance.


Mom is the first to break ranks to come over to give her a hug.


“You look good, daughter,” she says.


“The phrase you’re searching for is pleasingly plump,” Audrey says.


“I didn’t say that.”


“Ah, but you were thinking it, Claire.”


She always calls her mother Claire, while Claire refers to Audrey as daughter. It’s a thing they do.


As the bagpipers continue to wail and asses begin to fill seats, Audrey nervously scans the crowd for other familiar faces. It’s not difficult to tell the Walczaks from the Wildeys (duh), though the Wildey side is much more sparse. There will be empty chairs. Audrey considers sitting on the Wildey side, just for the hell of it. Why yes, I’m the white sheep of the family.


The police commissioner shakes hands with her father. The mayor, she notices, must be running late.


And then, without warning, it’s time to get started.


A local oldies radio DJ is the MC. Boy, what a depressing gig, Audrey thinks. At no point will he be able to lighten the mood by playing “Let’s Twist Again” or “Hanky Panky.”


Audrey chooses a seat in the second row, figuring the front row is Reserved for Limo Riders Only. Cary, though, surprises her by making his way down her row and plopping his lean body down into the seat next to hers. He’s wearing his police uniform even though he’s just a paper-pusher.


“You’re looking rather bosomy these days,” he says, nodding at her torso.


“Eat me,” she whispers.


“You’re a regular Chesty McChesterton.”


“Seriously—suck it, Care.”


Cary chuckles under his breath.


The Captain—she can tell—is this close to turning around and telling them to shut the fuck up already. Ah, some things never change.


A monsignor from Sts. Peter and Paul gives the opening invocation.


“May the almighty God grant us peace now and forever. O God, by whose mercy your faithful find rest, bless this plaque with which we mark the place where our brothers, Officers Stanisław Walczak and George Wildey, were taken from us, as they sought to protect their fellow citizens, your people, from the certain harm that faced them. May they have everlasting life in your peaceful presence forever. Amen.”


“Psst. Here.”


Cary knocks a silver flask against the knuckles of Audrey’s right hand. She pivots her wrist, grabs it.


So this is how it’s going to be. Getting drunk at her grandfather’s memorial. Not the classiest move ever, but oh so necessary.


Of course Audrey, being no dummy, front-loaded on the plane: two mini-bottles of Stoli, a can of tomato juice, and teensy pepper packets were the ingredients for her MacGyver-ish in-flight Bloody Mary (she told the flight attendant “My grandfather died, okay?” when he raised an eyebrow) and another fully loaded one at the Chickie’s & Pete’s in the terminal. So these hits from Cary’s flask are just maintenance. Hell, he’s just as buzzed.


The Walczak siblings have allegiances and wars going back decades. Audrey and Cary got along the best, even if they were born a decade apart and could lash out at each other with precision-strike cruelty when needed. Their mother, Claire, named them after the stars in her favorite movie, Charade.


Meanwhile, Jim named his firstborn after his father. Staś may have inherited the family legacy, but Audrey and Cary agree they got the cooler names. (Also, Audrey called him Josh whenever possible because it pissed him off.)


Now an honor guard is posting the colors. Rifleman, American flag bearer, state flag bearer, police flag bearer, rifleman. Everyone says the Pledge of Allegiance, during which Audrey realizes she’s slurring a little. She’d better slow down, unless she plans on passing out at the banquet later.


The police commissioner takes the podium.


“It doesn’t matter how long ago the murders took place,” he says. “When a member of our family loses his life in the performance of duty, we never, ever forget. Not only don’t we forget them, we don’t forget their family as well.”


These two plaques are the fifty-seventh and fifty-eighth in the program, which was founded by the Fraternal Order of Police. Their goal: honor all 258 Philadelphia police officers killed in the line of duty with plaques. Stan’s and George’s turns came on the fiftieth anniversary of their deaths.


Cary knocks the flask against her knuckles again.


Audrey stares dead ahead as her fingers blindly screw open the top of the flask. As the commissioner finishes his speech, she leans forward, as if stretching her back, hair tumbling over her face. She takes a gulp. The bourbon is a sweet burn past her tongue, down her throat. She sits up. Screws the top back on. Nudges the flask against the back of Cary’s hand. He takes it, notes the weight, looks at Audrey, eyebrows raised. Chug much?


Audrey shrugs. It’s a Walczak gathering. Aren’t we supposed to get wasted?


The commissioner introduces a woman named Sonya Kaminski, daughter of longtime political fixer “Sonny Jim” Kaminski, who is notably absent. Audrey’s father and Sonya are longtime friends; Audrey can only assume they were fucking at some point. For all she knows they still are—though Sonya here looks like she pursues a higher pedigree of cock.


“It’s a unique pleasure to welcome the Walczak and Wildey families,” says Sonya Kaminski. “This is now hallowed ground. This will be never be disturbed, defaced, or displaced.”


Yeah, Audrey thinks, until someone vomits pepperoni all over the corner late one night.


And then it comes time for Audrey’s father to speak. She sits up in her chair once she realizes she’s been slouching. Captain Jim takes the podium, sunglasses still on his face. She hasn’t heard her father’s voice in close to three years.


“Good morning,” he says. “My name is James Walczak. Officer Stanisław Walczak was my father. As I stand here today, I’m humbled. I’ve never been more proud to be a member of the Philadelphia Police Department. I’d like to thank Commissioner …”


From there, Captain Jim goes off on a litany of thanks, from the commissioner up to the mayor and back down again, hitting pretty much everybody who needs to be name-checked. It doesn’t sound like her father at all. Even when he’s in total asshole mode, there’s still a weird, dark humor to him. His speech isn’t him. It could have been delivered by a robot.


Captain Jim sits back down.


Lieutenant Ben Wildey’s speech is much more animated. He’s George Wildey’s grandson—and surprise surprise, another cop.


“I never met my grandpop George,” he says, “but I’ve heard a lot about him over the years. And from what I understand, I think he’d be upset that we weren’t spinning some soul tunes up in this j—corner.”


Murmurs of polite laughter. Audrey giggles. She could have sworn he was about to say “…  jawn.” Good on you, Lieutenant Ben.


And then it’s finally time to unveil the plaques. A lone bugler plays “Nearer My God to Thee” as the roses are removed, and finally the flag, revealing the two bronze memorials set into the concrete.


It would be super-classy, if not for the red, green and white sign tacked directly above:




PHILLY CHEESE STEAK


HOT ITALIAN SAUSAGE


HOAGIE


FRIES * WINGS


ORDER INSIDE





Order inside, Audrey thinks, and pray you make it out alive. She’s tipsy, but grateful that she’s not so drunk she’s saying this shit out loud.


The commissioner hands the Captain a pillow. Audrey wonders if he’ll press it down over his own face just to get out of this memorial service.


The head of the police union takes the podium.


“To the relatives of Stan and George, please know that you will always be a member of the Philadelphia police family. This plaque joins the memories, recollections, written history, and the Walczak and Wildey families as further evidence that heroes protecting the citizens of Philadelphia were killed here in the line of duty. May God bless you.”


The bugle plays taps.


Bagpipes crank out some “Amazing Grace.”


Audrey’s with Lieutenant Ben: she’d much prefer some soul tunes up in this jawn.


The oldies DJ—who presumably could arrange such a thing—takes the mike to close things out.


“See you next time,” he says.


Audrey runs her fingers along the countertop, which is slightly greasy, even though the place has just opened for the day. Outside, the chairs are being folded up and put on a truck. The crowd is dispersing.


She’s inside the pizza joint because she had to pee. But on the way back she stopped to look at the place. Tried to imagine it as it was fifty years ago, when it was a bar. She takes a step back and looks at the dimensions of the room, and then back down at the counter, and how long it is, and realizes, with a shock:


They just covered up the actual bar. It’s still under there.


Probably riddled with bullet holes.


The Memorial Fund springs for a small buffet at a restaurant a few blocks away, on the corner of Twenty-First and Green. Cash bar, though, which is disappointing. She doesn’t think she has enough cash on hand for a Bloody.


There are assigned seats, but once Audrey sees the other names on the cards (Bitchanne, Jean, brood) she opts for a stool at the bar in the next room, orders a Yuengling. When’s her plane out of here?


The room, then, is segregated by design, just like the seating arrangement out on Fairmount Avenue. Philadelphia, don’t ever change.


Everyone scarfs down roast beef sandwiches, ziti, and coleslaw. Most of the kids run around like maniacs, knocking over chairs and screaming so piercingly that it cuts through Audrey’s fine, strong buzz.


Audrey doesn’t know what to do with herself, so she gravitates to Grandma Rose, who sits with some of her cousins. Audrey can remember none of their names; she prays they don’t talk to her.


“Hey, Grandma.”


Rose’s eyes take a second or two to focus on Audrey. Every sensory organ seems to be failing her these days. But soon she zeroes in.


“Oh, Audrey. You got fat.”


Audrey wonders if any court of law would convict her for punching her grandmother in the side of the head right now.


“Are you coming back home now?” Grandma Rose asks. “I don’t know why you had to move to Texas in the first place.”


“It’s a good school,” Audrey lies, not wanting to speak truth: Because I had to get away from all you people.


“Aren’t there good schools here?”


In a family of cops it’s not difficult to feel like the local criminal. Audrey is the youngest sibling by a good stretch of years—and the only adopted child. They refer to her as Hot Mess Express. Don’t think she doesn’t hear them.


It was a mistake to mix among the civilians, Audrey thinks. Truth is, she’d feel more comfortable mixing with the Wildeys. Though they’d probably look at her and gently suggest she return to her own crazy-ass family.


Nowhere else to go, Audrey walks up to the portraits of the fallen cops, which are printed on cardboard and mounted on two easels positioned next to each other, as if they’re having an eternal gab session in the afterlife.


The photos are their police identification photos, stark black-and-white, blown up to poster size.


Grandpop Stan was a wide-jawed Polish-American guy with deep-set eyes. There’s a lot of hurt in those eyes. He’s a WWII vet, orphan, cop. He’s seen some shit.


His partner Wildey, meanwhile, is a round-cheeked African-American with the faintest glimmer of a smile on his face, as if the camera clicked just as he heard a very funny joke and he was about to explode into a laugh.


“Freaky, huh?” a voice says.


Audrey glances over at the black cop standing next to her, looking at the portraits, too. Ah—it’s funny Lieutenant Ben from the ceremony. Mr. Jawn up in here. Turns out he’s a dead ringer (excuse the expression) for his grandfather.


“You look just like him,” Audrey says.


“I keep hearing that,” the cop says. “Not sure I see it, aside from the uniform and skin color. I’ve got a lot of my mama in me.”


“Why did you say this was weird, then?”


Ben Wildey smiles.


“The two of us here, you know. Couple of grandkids who never met their grandfathers. I know I look like an old man, but my grand-pop George was already gone sixteen years before I showed up. Just weird, all this to-do”—Ben waves his hand around—“for guys we never met.”


He extends a hand, introduces himself. “You’re the baby daughter, right? I hear you’re on the job, too.”


“No, I’m not police. I’m still in school.”


“But forensics, right?”


“Yeah. Hopefully.”


“Cool.”


They stand there, looking at their dead grandfathers.


“Well,” Ben says, “maybe when you get your degree, you can come back home and finally solve this thing.”


Audrey turns to look at Ben Wildey.


“Wait … what?”




STAN MEETS GEORGE 


August 28–30, 1964 


The whole thing started because a car at Twenty-Second and Columbia refused to move.


Husband is standing outside the car, pleading with his wife to pull the damn car over already. But wife is behind the wheel and she is not budging. Gunning the accelerator and the brake at the same time. Come on, the husband yells. Wife says Uh-uh, you go and fuck yourself. They’ve both had more than a few.


Soon drivers are lined up behind them pounding fists into horns. BLAAAAARP.


It’s a hot summer Friday night in late August and folks just want to go home. Even if it’s just to a sweltering hot box of a home, drinking beer and watching Make That Spare. Would sure beat sitting here on Columbia Avenue behind a car that won’t fuckin’ move.


Eventually, somebody calls the cops.


Word gets to the Twenty-Second. Two patrolmen show up—a salt-and-pepper set. You see a lot of black-and-white duos around the Jungle these days. The idea is that the civilians, no matter their skin color, will have someone to relate to at all times.


But the truth is, blacks trust white cops more. And conventional wisdom around the department is that you never send two black cops out in a squad car—because it would be like sending out no car at all.


White cop tries to talk to the couple. The couple ignore him, keep on fighting. The wife has her feet locked on those damn pedals. No way is she moving. Uh-uh.


Cars honk. The sound echoes off the two-and three-story buildings like in a canyon.


Come on!


Black cop finally says, hell with this. He reaches in and pulls the woman out from behind the wheel. It’s a hot summer evening; people need to get home.


But this is the Jungle, and it is the summer of 1964, and the fury has been simmering all summer. It’s gonna reach full boil at some point—everybody can feel it.


White cop hops in, steers the car off the road so people can finally pass. He steps out of the car, slams the door shut, prepares to haul the couple in so that he can go home and drink beer and put on some TV when—


WHAM.


A black guy comes bounding out of the crowd and socks the white cop in the jaw, snapping his head around, popping the helmet off his head.


The assailant runs off before the white cop can recover from that sucker punch or his black partner can catch him. And the assailant is quick.


Black cop calls in an “assist officer.”


A block away, the same assailant proceeds to spread the word around town. Yo, some white cop just snuffed a black lady! She was all pregnant, too! No, man, for real, I saw it happen, right at Twenty-Second and Columbia!


Lots of bodies in the streets now, moving down Columbia Avenue.


A dozen cops arrive in response to that “assist officer.”


Even more bodies in the streets now, milling around, wondering what’s going to happen next. These pigs gonna kill another pregnant black woman? Maybe even a kid?


A red squad car turns onto Columbia from Twentieth Street and—BAM BAM BAM BAM BAM


—a barrage of rocks pelt the windshield and hood.


Later, they’ll say this was a setup, and salt-and-pepper team here drew the unlucky straw that struck flint and WHOOOSH, up goes the whole Jungle.


Right around the time the Columbia Avenue Riots kick into high gear, Patrolman Stan Walczak is passed out cold on his recliner, having downed a six-pack of Schmidt’s while reading the Bulletin. He has the night off. In fact, he has the whole weekend off. Just the way he likes it.


Somewhere, a phone rings.


He prays it’s a dream. Or a neighbor’s phone. Or a dream about his neighbor’s phone.


But no—there’s another goddamned ring. Stan forces his eyes open. It is just past 11 p.m., and this has been a long week. All Stan wants to do is go back to sleep. Who the hell’s calling him at this hour?


All at once he realizes there’s only one person who could be calling this late at night, and dammit, Rosie had better not answer the phone.


As Stan rises from his recliner the noise in his house blends together in an uneasy background rumble. Rosie has soft opera on the radio in the kitchen. Jimmy is upstairs with his record player, listening to either the Beatles or the Rolling Stones or some other loud whining group. Which is all the boy listens to these days—on his record player, on the radio, humming out loud. Every song sounds like the same song, too. Because I told you before, oh you can’t do that.


Yeah, well, I know what you can do, Stan thinks. Turn off the god-damned record player.


He turns around and sees that Rosie has beaten him to the phone.


“No, Rosie, wait—”


“It’s for you,” she says, holding the receiver out, a worried look in her eyes.


The feeling has gone out of his feet. It hurts to walk. Finally he makes it to the phone, takes the phone from Rosie.


“Yeah?”


“Yo, Stoshie, I need you to pick me up.” It’s his partner, Billy Taney.


“What do you mean pick you up?”


“Don’t you have the TV on? Fucking Democrats have set the Jungle on fire!”


No, Stan doesn’t have the TV on. He spent the evening reading the Bulletin and talking to Rosie, who’s worried about her sister-in-law, who’s having trouble with her husband. And then he drank a lot of beer and fell asleep.


“Fire? Where?”


“They’re setting everything on fire up in the Gold Coast, and they say it’s getting real ugly. So come pick me up already.”


“Okay, okay.”


Stan hangs up the phone. His undershirt is finally almost dry from the sweat of the day’s shift, but now he’ll have to put himself back together and head back to the streets.


Rosie is already in the kitchen, fixing him food for the road. She doesn’t allow Stan to leave the house without food—maybe a liverwurst and onion on white, cold meatballs on an Italian roll—packed in a brown paper bag. His wife’s secret fear is that Stan will eat a meal that wasn’t prepared in their home and it’ll be the end of the world.


“I’ll be right back down,” Stan says.


Up in the bathroom he washes his hands and face with hot water, towels himself dry. Jimmy’s room is right next door and now Stan can hear that folk singer, Bob Dylan. That’s the other one the boy listens to all the time. One sings “Like a Rolling Stone.” Then you have the other ones that call themselves the Rolling Stones. None of it makes any sense. But Jimmy saves up and buys the albums himself, at a shop on Torresdale Avenue, so Stan can’t say anything. Maybe he’ll grow out of it. Or maybe Stan will buy him a set of headphones for his birthday.


As if beckoned, Jimmy appears in the doorway. “You going back in, Pop?”
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