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Prologue


I was halfway down the embankment when I saw the red-orange flash. I dropped to the ground and covered my head with my arms. And felt a pain in my shoulder so intense I couldn’t even cry out.


Lying facedown in bracken and trash,I breathed in shallow panting breaths, a dog, eyes glazed, until the pain receded enough that I could move. I edged away from the flames on my hands and knees, then drew myself up on my knees and sat very still. I willed my breaths to come slow and deep, pushing the pain far enough away to manage it. Finally, I put a gingerly hand to my left shoulder. A stick. Metal or glass, some piece of the window that had shot out like an arrow from a crossbow. I tugged on the stick, but that sent such a river of agony flowing through me that I started to black out. I curled over, cradling my head on my knees.


When the wave subsided, I looked across at the factory. The back window that had blown apart was awash with fire, blue-red now, a mass so thick I couldn’t make out flames, just the blur of hot color. Bolts of fabric were stored there, fueling the blaze.


And Frank Zamar. I remembered him with a sudden appalled jolt. Where had he been when that fireball blew up? I pushed myself to my feet as best I could and stumbled forward.


Weeping with pain, I pulled out my picklocks and tried to scrabble my way into the lock. It wasn’t until my third futile attempt that I remembered my cell phone. I fumbled it out of my pocket and called 911.


While I waited on the fire trucks, I kept trying the lock. The stabbing in my left shoulder made it hard for me to maneuver the thin wards. I tried to brace them with my left hand, but my whole left side was shaking; I couldn’t hold the picklocks steady.


I hadn’t expected the fire – I hadn’t expected anything when I came here. It was only some pricking of unease– dis-ease – that sent me back to Fly the Flag on my way home. I’d actually made the turn onto Route 41 when I decided to check on the factory. I’d made a U-turn onto Escanaba and zigzagged across the broken streets to South Chicago Avenue. It was six o’clock then, already dark, but I could see a handful of cars in Fly the Flag’s yard when I drove by. There weren’t any pedestrians out, not that there are ever many down here; only a few cars straggled past, beaters, people leaving the few standing factories to head for bars or even home.


I left my Mustang on one of the side streets, hoping it wouldn’t attract any roving punk’s attention. I tucked my cell phone and wallet into my coat pockets, took my picklocks from the glove compartment, and locked my bag in the trunk.


Under cover of the cold November night, I scrambled up the embankment behind the plant, the steep hill that lifts the toll road over the top of the old neighborhood. The roar of traffic on the Skyway above me blocked any sounds I made – including my own squawk when I caught my foot in a discarded tire and tumbled hard to the ground.


From my perch under the expressway I could see the back entrance and the side yard, but not the front of the plant. When the shift ended at seven, I could just make out the shapes of people plodding to the bus stop. A few cars bumped behind them down the potholed drive to the road.


Lights were still on at the north end of the plant. One of the basement windows facing me also showed a pale fluorescent glow. If Frank Zamar were still on the premises, he could be doing something – anything – from checking inventory to planting dead rats in the vents. I wondered if I could find a crate in the rubble that would get me high enough to see into the back. I was halfway down the hillside, searching through the debris, when the window went briefly dark, then burst into fiery life.


I was still struggling to undo the front lock when sirens keened up South Chicago Avenue. Two trucks, a command car, and a phalanx of blue-and-whites screamed into the yard.


Men in black slickers surrounded me. Easy there, miss, move away, we’ve got it covered, the ka-chung of axes breaking metal, my God – look at that thing in her shoulder, get her an ambulance, a giant gloved hand scooping me up as easily as if I were an infant, not a 140pound detective, and then, as I sat sideways on the command car’s passenger seat, feet on the ground, panting again, a familiar voice:


‘Ms. W., what in Jesus’ name are you doing here?’


I looked up, startled, and felt giddy with relief. ‘Conrad! Where’d you come from? How did you know I was here?’


‘I didn’t, but I might have guessed if buildings were blowing up on my turf that you’d be close by. What happened?’


‘I don’t know.’ The current of pain was sweeping through me again, tugging me loose from my moorings. ‘Zamar. Where is he?’


‘Who’s Zamar – your newest victim?’


‘Plant owner, commander,’ a man outside my narrow field of vision said. ‘Trapped in there.’


A walkie-talkie squawked, cell phones rang, men talked, engines clanged, soot-grimed faces carried a charred body. I shut my eyes and let the current pull me away.


I came to briefly when the ambulance arrived. I stumbled to the rear doors on my own, but the EMT crew had to lift me into the back. When they had me strapped in, awkwardly, on my side, the jolting of the ambulance drew me down to a tiny point of pain. If I shut my eyes I felt sick to my stomach, but the light stabbed through me when I opened them.


As we swooped in through the ambulance entrance, I vaguely noticed the hospital’s name, but it was all I could do to mutter answers to the questions the triage nurse was asking. I somehow got my insurance card out of my wallet, signed forms, put down Lotty Herschel as my doctor, told them to notify Mr. Contreras if anything happened to me. I tried to call Morrell, but they wouldn’t let me use my cell phone, and, anyway, they had me on a gurney. Someone stuck a needle into the back of my hand, other someones stood over me saying they’d have to cut away my clothes.


I tried to protest: I was wearing a good suit under my navy peacoat, but by then the drug was taking hold and my words came out in a senseless gabble. I was never completely anesthetized, but they must have given me an amnesia drug: I couldn’t remember them cutting off my clothes or taking out the piece of window frame from my back.


I was conscious by the time I was wheeled to a bed. The drugs and a throb in my shoulder both kept jerking me awake whenever I dozed off. When the resident came in at six, I was awake in that dull, grinding way that comes from a sleepless night and puts a layer of gauze between you and the world.


She’d been up all night herself, handling surgical emergencies like mine; even though her eyes were puffy from lack of sleep, she was young enough to perch on the chair by my bed and talk in a bright, almost perky voice.


‘When the window blew apart, a fragment of the frame shot into your shoulder. You were lucky it was cold last night – your coat stopped the bolt from going deep enough to do real damage.’ She held out an eight-inch piece of twisted metal – mine to keep, if I wanted it.


‘We’re going to send you home now,’ she added, after checking my heart and head and the reflexes in my left hand. ‘It’s the new medicine, you know. Out of the operating room, into a cab.Your wound is going to heal nicely. Just don’t let the dressing get wet for a week, so no showers. Come back next Friday to the outpatient clinic; we’ll change the dressing and see how you’re doing.What kind of work do you do?’


‘I’m an investigator. Detective.’


‘So can you stop investigating for a day or two, detective? Get some rest, let the anesthesia work itself out of your system and you’ll be fine. Is there anyone you can call to drive you home, or should we get you into a cab?’


‘I asked them to call a friend last night,’ I said. ‘I don’t know if they did.’ I also didn’t know if Morrell could manage the trip down here. He was recovering from bullet wounds that almost killed him in Afghanistan this past summer; I wasn’t sure he had the stamina to drive forty miles.


‘I’ll take her.’ Conrad Rawlings had materialized in the doorway.


I was too sluggish to feel surprised or pleased or even flustered at seeing him. ‘Sergeant – or, no, you’ve been promoted, haven’t you? Is it lieutenant now? You out checking on all the victims of last night’s accident?’


‘Just the ones who raise a red flag when they’re within fifty miles of the crime scene.’ I couldn’t see much emotion in his square copper face – not the concern of an old lover, not even the anger of an old lover who’d been angry when he left me. ‘And, yeah, I’ve been promoted: watch commander now down at 103rd and Oglesby. I’ll be outside the lobby when the doc here pronounces you fit to tear up the South Side again.’


The resident signed my discharge papers, wrote me prescriptions for Vicodin and Cipro, and turned me over to the nursing staff. A nurse’s aide handed me the remnants of my clothes. I could wear the trousers, although they smelled sooty and had bits of the hillside embedded in them, but my coat, jacket, and rose silk blouse had all been slit across the shoulders. Even my bra strap had been cut. It was the silk shirt that made me start to cry, that and the jacket. They were part of a cherished outfit; I’d worn them in the morning – yesterday morning – to make a presentation to a downtown client before heading to the South Side.


The nurse’s aide didn’t care about my grief one way or another, but she did agree I couldn’t go out in public without any clothes. She went to the charge nurse, who scrounged an old sweatshirt for me from someplace. By the time we’d done all that, and found an orderly to wheel me to the lobby, it was almost nine.


Conrad had used police privilege to park right in front of the entrance. He was asleep when the orderly wheeled me out, but he came to when I opened the passenger door.


‘Woof. Long night, Ms. W., long night.’ He knuckled sleep from his eyes and put the car into gear. ‘You still in the old crib up by Wrigley? I heard you mention a boyfriend to the doc.’


‘Yes.’ To my annoyance, my mouth was dry and the word came out as a squawk.


‘Not that Ryerson guy, I trust.’


‘Not the Ryerson guy. Morrell. A writer. He got shot to pieces last summer covering the Afghanistan war.’


Conrad grunted in a way that managed to heap contempt on mere writers who get shot to pieces: he himself had been hit by machine-gun fire in Vietnam.


‘Anyway, your sister tells me you haven’t taken monastic vows, either.’ Conrad’s sister Camilla sits on the board of the same women’s shelter I do.


‘You always did have a way with a phrase, Ms. W. Monastic vows. Nope, none of them.’


Neither of us spoke again. Conrad turned his police-issue Buick into Jackson Park. We joined a heavy stream of cars, the tag end of the morning rush, filing through the Jackson Park construction zone onto Lake Shore Drive. A feeble autumn sun was trying to break through the cloud cover, and the air had a sickly light that hurt my eyes.


‘You called it a crime scene,’ I finally said, just to break the silence. ‘Was it arson? Was that Frank Zamar the firemen carried out?’


He grunted again. ‘No way of knowing till we hear from the medical examiner, but we’re assuming it was – talked to the foreman, who said Zamar was the only person left in the building when the shift ended. As far as arson goes – can’t tell that, either, not until the arson squad goes through there, but I don’t think the guy died from neglect.’


Conrad switched the conversation, asking me about my old friend Lotty Herschel – he’d been surprised not to see her down at the hospital with me, her being a doctor and my big protector and all.


I explained I hadn’t had time to make any calls. I kept wondering about Morrell, but I wasn’t going to share that with Conrad. Probably the hospital hadn’t bothered to call him – otherwise, surely, he would’ve phoned me, even if he couldn’t make the drive. I tried not to think of Marcena Love, sleeping in Morrell’s guest room. Anyway, she was frying other fish these days. These nights. I abruptly asked Conrad how he liked being so far from the center of action.


‘South Chicago is the center of action, if you’re a cop,’ he said. ‘Homicide, gangs, drugs – we got it all. And arson, plenty of that, lots of old factories and what-do being sold to the insurance companies.’


He pulled up in front of my building. ‘The old guy, Contreras, he still living on the ground floor? We going to have to spend an hour with him before we go upstairs?’


‘Probably. And there’s no “we” about it, Conrad: I can manage the stairs on my own.’


‘I know you got the strength, Ms. W., but you don’t think it was nostalgia for your beautiful gray eyes that brought me to the hospital this morning, do you? We’re going to talk, you and I.You’re going to tell me the whole story of what you were doing down at Fly the Flag last night. How did you know the place was going to blow up?’


‘I didn’t,’ I snapped. I was tired, my wound was aching, the anesthesia was dragging me down.


‘Yeah, and I’m the Ayatollah of Detroit. Wherever you are, people get shot, maimed, killed, so either you knew it was going to happen or you made it happen. What got you so interested in that factory?’


There was bitterness in his voice, but the accusation stung me to an anger that roused me from my torpor. ‘You got shot four years ago because you wouldn’t listen to me when I knew something. Now you won’t listen to me when I don’t know anything. I am exhausted from you not listening to me.’


He gave a nasty police smile, the pale sunlight glinting on his gold front tooth. ‘Then your wish is granted. I am going to listen to every word you say. Once we finish running the gauntlet.’


The end of the sentence came out under his breath: Mr. Contreras and the two dogs I share with him had apparently been watching for me, because all three came bounding down the front walk as soon as I got out of the car. Mr. Contreras checked his step when he saw Conrad. Although he had never approved of my dating a black man, he had helped me nurse my broken heart when Conrad left me, and was clearly staggered to see us arrive together.The dogs showed no such restraint.Whether they remembered Conrad or not I didn’t know: Peppy is a golden retriever and her son Mitch is half Lab – they give everyone from the meter reader to the Grim Reaper the same high-energy salute.


Mr. Contreras followed them slowly down the walk, but when he realized I’d been injured he became both solicitous and annoyed because I hadn’t told him at once. ‘I would’ve come got you, Cookie, if you’d a only let me know, no need for a police escort.’


‘It was late at night when it all happened and they released me first thing this morning,’ I said gently. ‘Conrad’s a commander now, anyway, at the Fourth District. This factory that burned last night is in his territory, so he wants to find out what I know about it – he won’t believe it’s sweet nothing at all.’


In the end, we all went up to my apartment together, the dogs, the old man, Conrad. My neighbor bustled around in my kitchen and produced a bowl of yogurt with sliced apples and brown sugar. He even coaxed a double espresso out of my battered stove-top machine.


I stretched out on the couch, the dogs on the floor next to me. Mr. Contreras took the armchair, while Conrad pulled up the piano bench so he could watch my face while I talked. He pulled a cassette recorder from his pocket and recorded the date and place we were talking.


‘Okay, Ms. W., this is on the record. You tell me the whole story of what you were doing in South Chicago.’


‘It’s my home,’ I said. ‘I belong there more than you do.’


‘Forget that: you haven’t lived there for twenty-five years or more.’


‘Doesn’t matter. You know as well as me that in this town, your childhood home dogs you your whole life.’




1


Remembrances of Things Past


Going back to South Chicago has always felt to me like a return to death. The people I loved most, those fierce first attachments of childhood, had all died in this abandoned neighborhood on the city’s southeast edge. It’s true my mother’s body, my father’s ashes, lie elsewhere, but I had tended both through painful illnesses down here. My cousin Boom-Boom, close as a brother – closer than a brother – had been murdered here fifteen years ago. In my nightmares, yellow smoke from the steel mills still clouds my eyes, but the giant smokestacks that towered over my childhood landscape are now only ghosts themselves.


After Boom-Boom’s funeral, I’d vowed never to return, but such vows are grandiose; you can’t keep them. Still, I try. When my old basketball coach called to beg, or maybe command me to fill in for her while she dealt with cancer surgery, I said ‘No,’ reflexively.


‘Victoria, basketball got you out of this neighborhood. You owe something to the girls who’ve come behind you to give them the chance you had.’


It wasn’t basketball but my mother’s determination I would have a university education that got me out of South Chicago, I said. And my ACTs were pretty darn good. But as Coach McFarlane pointed out, the athletic scholarship to the University of Chicago didn’t hurt.


‘Even so, why doesn’t the school hire a substitute for you?’ I asked petulantly.


‘You think they pay me to coach?’ Her voice rose in indignation. ‘It’s Bertha Palmer High, Victoria. It’s South Chicago. They don’t have any resources and now they’re on intervention, which means every available dime goes to preparing kids for standardized tests. It’s only because I volunteer that they keep the girls’ program alive, and it’s on life support as it is: I have to scrounge for money to pay for uniforms and equipment.’


Mary Ann McFarlane had taught me Latin as well as basketball; she’d retooled herself to teach geometry when the school stopped offering all languages except Spanish and English.Through all the changes, she’d kept coaching basketball. I hadn’t realized any of that until the afternoon she called.


‘It’s only two hours, two afternoons a week,’ she added.


‘Plus up to an hour’s commute each way,’ I said. ‘I can’t take this on: I have an active detective agency, I’m working without an assistant, I’m taking care of my lover who got shot to bits in Afghanistan. And I still have to look after my own place and my two dogs.’


Coach McFarlane wasn’t impressed – all this was just so much excuse making. ‘Quotidie damnatur qui semper timet,’ she said sharply.


I had to recite the words several times before I could translate them: The person who is always afraid is condemned every day. ‘Yeah, maybe, but I haven’t played competitive basketball for two decades. The younger women who join our pickup games at the Y on Saturdays play a faster, meaner game than I ever did. Maybe one of those twenty-somethings has two afternoons a week to give you – I’ll talk to them this weekend.’


‘There’s nothing to make one of those young gals come down to Ninetieth and Houston,’ she snapped. ‘This is your neighborhood, these are your neighbors, not that tony Lakeview where you think you’re hiding out.’


That annoyed me enough that I was ready to end the conversation, until she added, ‘Just until the school finds someone else, Victoria. Or maybe a miracle will happen and I’ll get back there.’


That’s how I knew she was dying. That’s how I knew I was going to have to return once more to South Chicago, to make another journey into pain.
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Homie


The noise was overwhelming. Balls pounded on the old yellow floor. They ricocheted from backboards and off the bleachers that crowded the court perimeter, creating a syncopated drumming as loud as a gale-force wind.The girls on the floor were practicing layups and free throws, rebounding, dribbling between their legs and behind their backs.They didn’t all have balls – the school budget didn’t run to that – but even ten balls make a stunning racket.


The room itself looked as though no one had painted, or even washed it, since I last played here. It smelled of old sweat, and two of the overhead lights were broken, so it seemed as though it was always February inside. The floor was scarred and warped; every now and then one of the girls would forget to watch her step at the three-second lane or the left corner – the two worst spots – and take a spill. Last week, one of our promising guards had sprained an ankle.


I tried not to let the daunting atmosphere get me down. After all, Bertha Palmer had sixteen girls who wanted to play, some even playing their hearts out. It was my job to help them until the school found a permanent coach. And to keep their spirits up after the season started, and they went against teams with better facilities, better depth – and much better coaches.


Those waiting a turn under the baskets were supposed to be running laps or stretching, but they tended to hover over the girls with balls, grabbing for them, or shouting hotly that April Czernin or Celine Jackman was hogging shooting time.


‘Your moma didn’t spread her legs to pay for that ball– give it over here,’ was a frequent taunt. I had to stay alert to squabbles that might erupt into full-scale war while correcting faults in shooting form. And not be bothered by the howling of the infant and toddler in the bleachers. The babies belonged to my center, Sancia, a gawky sixteen-year-old who – despite her six-foot-two body – looked practically like a baby herself. The kids were nominally under the care of her boyfriend, but he sat sullenly next to them, Discman in his ears, looking neither at his children nor at the action on the floor.


I was also trying not to let Marcena Love disturb me, although her presence was winding my team up, intensifying the pace of insults as well as of the workout. Not that Marcena was a scout or a coach or even knew very much about the game, but the team was ferociously aware of her.


When she’d arrived with me, impossibly soignée in her black Prada spandex, carrying an outsize leather bag, I’d introduced her briefly: she was English, she was a reporter, she wanted to take some notes, and possibly talk to some of them during the breaks.


The girls would have swooned over her anyway, but when they found she had covered Usher at Wembley Stadium, they’d screamed with excitement.


‘Talk to me, miss, talk to me!’


‘Don’t listen to her, she’s the biggest liar on the South Side.’


‘You wanna photograph me doing my jump shot? I’m gonna be all-state this year.’


I’d had to use a crowbar to get them away from Love and onto the court. Even as they fought over equipment and shooting rights, they kept an eye on her.


I shook my head: I was paying too much attention to Love myself. I took a ball from April Czernin, another promising guard, and tried to show her how to back into the three-second lane, turning at the last instant to do that fadeaway jumper Michael Jordan made famous. At least my ball went in, always a plus when you’re trying to show off a move. April repeated the shot a few times while another player complained, ‘How come you let her keep the ball and I don’t get no time, coach?’


Being called ‘coach’ still disconcerted me. I didn’t want to get used to it – this was a temporary gig. In fact, I was hoping to line up a corporate sponsor this afternoon, someone willing to pay good money to bring in a pro, or at least semipro, to take over the team.


When I blew my whistle to call an end to free-form warm-ups, Theresa Díaz popped up in front of me.


‘Coach, I got my period.’


‘Great,’ I said. ‘You’re not pregnant.’


She blushed and scowled: despite the fact that at any one time at least fifteen percent of their classmates were pregnant, the girls were skittish and easily embarrassed by talk about their bodies. ‘Coach, I gotta use the bathroom.’


‘One at a time – you know the rule. When Celine gets back, you can go.’


‘But, coach, my shorts, they’ll, you know.’


‘You can wait on the bench until Celine returns,’ I said. ‘The rest of you: get into two lines – we’re going to practice layups and rebounds.’


Theresa gave an exaggerated sigh and made a show of mincing over to the bench.


‘What’s the point of that kind of use of power? Will humiliating the girl turn her into a better player?’ Marcena Love’s high, clear voice was loud enough for the two girls nearest her to stop fighting over a ball to listen.


Josie Dorrado and April Czernin looked from Love to me to see what I would do. I couldn’t – mustn’t – lose my temper. After all, I might only be imagining that Love was going out of her way to get my goat.


‘If I wanted to humiliate her, I’d follow her to the bathroom to see if she really had her period.’ I also spoke just loudly enough for the team to overhear. ‘I’m pretending to believe her because it might really be true.’


‘You suspect she just wants a cigarette?’


I lowered my voice. ‘Celine, the kid who disappeared for a break five minutes ago, is challenging me. She’s a leader in the South Side Pentas, and Theresa’s one of her followers. If Celine can get a little gang meeting going in the stalls during practice, she’s taken over the team.’


I snapped my fingers. ‘Of course, you could go in with Theresa, take notes of all her and Celine’s girlish thoughts and wishes. It would raise their spirits no end, and you could report on how public school toilets on Chicago’s South Side compare with what you’ve seen in Baghdad and Brixton.’


Love widened her eyes, then smiled disarmingly. ‘Sorry. You know your team. But I thought sports were meant to keep girls out of gangs.’


‘Josie! April! Two lines, one shoots, one rebounds, you know the drill.’ I watched until the girls formed up and began shooting.


‘Basketball is supposed to keep them out of pregnancy, too.’ I gestured to the bleachers. ‘We have one teen mom out of sixteen in a school where almost half the girls have babies before they’re seniors, so it’s working for most of them. And we only have three gang members – that I know of – on the team. The South Side is the city’s dumping ground. It’s why the gym’s a wreck, half the girls don’t have uniforms, and we have to beg to get enough basketballs to run a decent drill. It’s going to take way more than basketball to keep these kids off drugs, out of childbirth, and in school.’


I turned away from Love and set the girls in one line to running into the basket and shooting from underneath, with the ones in the second line following to rebound.We practiced from inside the three-second lane, outside the three-point perimeter, hook shots, jump shots, layups. Halfway through the drill, Celine sauntered back into the gym. I didn’t talk to her about her ten minutes out of the room, just put her at the back of one of the lines.


‘Your turn, Theresa,’ I called.


She started toward the door, then muttered, ‘I think I can make it to the end of practice, coach.’


‘Don’t take any chances,’ I said. ‘Better to miss another five minutes of practice than to risk embarrassment.’


She blushed again and insisted she was fine. I put her in the lane where Celine wasn’t and looked at Marcena Love, to see if she’d heard; the journalist turned her head and seemed intent on the play under the basket in front of her.


I smiled to myself: point to the South Side street fighter. Although street fighting wasn’t the most useful tool with Marcena Love: she had too much in her armory that went beyond me. Like the skinny – oh, all right, slim – muscular body her black Prada clung to. Or the fact that she’d known my lover since his Peace Corps days. And had been with Morrell last winter in Afghanistan. And had shown up at his Evanston condo three days ago, when I’d been in South Shore with Coach McFarlane.


When I’d reached his place that night myself, Marcena had been perched on the side of his bed, tawny head bent down as they looked at photographs together. Morrell was recovering from gunshot wounds that still required him to lie down much of the time, so it wasn’t surprising he was in bed. But the sight of a strange woman, and one with Marcena’s poise and ease, leaning over him – at ten o’clock – had caused hackles to rise from my crown to my toes.


Morrell reached out a hand to pull me down for a kiss before introducing us: Marcena, an old journalist friend, in town to do a series for the Guardian, called from the airport, staying in the spare room for a week or so while she gets her bearings. Victoria, private investigator, basketball locum, Chicago native who can show you around. I’d smiled with as much goodwill as I could summon, and had tried not to spend the next three days wondering what they were doing while I was running around town.


Not that I was jealous of Marcena. Certainly not. I was a modern woman, after all, and a feminist, and I didn’t compete with other women for any man’s affection. But Morrell and Love had the intimacy that comes from a long-shared past. When they started laughing and talking I felt excluded. And, well, okay, jealous.


A fight under one of the baskets reminded me to keep my attention on the court. As usual, it was between April Czernin and Celine Jackman, my gangbanger forward. They were the two best players on the team, but figuring out how to get them to play together was only one of the exhausting challenges the girls presented. At times like this it was just as well I was a street fighter. I separated them and organized squads for scrimmage.


We took a break at three-thirty, by which time everyone was sweating freely, including me. During the break, I was able to serve the team Gatorade, thanks to a donation from one of my corporate clients. While the other girls drank theirs, Sancia Valdéz, my center, climbed up the bleachers to make sure her baby got its bottle and to have some kind of conversation with its father – so far I hadn’t heard him do more than mumble incomprehensibly.


Marcena began interviewing a couple of the girls, choosing them at random, or maybe by color – one blonde, one Latina, one African-American. The rest clamored around her, jealous for attention.


I saw that Marcena was recording them, using a neat little red device, about the size and shape of a fountain pen. I’d admired it the first time I saw it – it was a digital gizmo, of course, and could hold eight hours of talk in its tiny head. And unless Marcena told people, they didn’t know they were being recorded. She hadn’t told the girls she was taping them, but I decided not to make an issue of it – chances were, they’d be flattered, not offended.


I let it go on for fifteen minutes, then brought over the board and began drawing play routes on it. Marcena was a good sport – when she saw the team would rather talk to her than listen to me she put her recorder away and said she’d finish after practice.


I sent two squads to the floor for an actual scrimmage. Marcena watched for a few minutes, then climbed up the rickety bleachers to my center’s boyfriend. He sat up straighter and at one point actually seemed to speak with real animation. This distracted Sancia so much that she muffed a routine pass and let the second team get an easy score.


‘Head in the game, Sancia,’ I barked in my best Coach McFarlane imitation, but I was still relieved when the reporter climbed down from the bleachers and ambled out of the gym: everyone got more focused on what was happening on the court.


Last night at dinner, when Marcena proposed coming with me this afternoon, I’d tried to talk her out of it. South Chicago is a long way from anywhere, and I warned her I couldn’t take a break to drive her downtown if she got bored.


Love had laughed. ‘I have a high boredom threshold. You know the series I’m doing for the Guardian on the America that Europeans don’t see? I have to start somewhere, and who could be more invisible than the girls you’re coaching? By your account, they’re never going to be Olympic stars or Nobel Prize winners, they come from rough neighborhoods, they have babies –’


‘In other words, just like the girls in South London,’ Morrell had interrupted. ‘I don’t think you’ve got a world-beating story there, Love.’


‘But going down there might suggest a story,’ she said. ‘Maybe a profile of an American detective returning to her roots. Everyone likes detective stories.’


‘You could follow the team,’ I agreed with fake enthusiasm. ‘It could be one of those tearjerkers where this bunch of girls who don’t have enough balls or uniforms comes together under my inspired leadership to be state champs. But, you know, practice goes on for two hours, and I have an appointment with a local business leader afterward. We’ll be in the armpit of the city – if you do get bored, there won’t be a lot for you to do.’


‘I can always leave,’ Love said.


‘Onto the street with the highest murder rate in the city.’


She laughed again. ‘I’ve just come from Baghdad. I’ve covered Sarajevo, Rwanda, and Ramallah. I can’t imagine Chicago is more terrifying than any of those places.’


I’d agreed, of course: I had to. It was only because Love rubbed me the wrong way – because I was jealous, or insecure, or just a South Side street fighter with a chip on her shoulder – that I hadn’t wanted to bring her. If the team could get some print space, even overseas, maybe someone would pay attention to them and help in my quest to find a corporate sponsor.


Despite her airy assurance that she had taken care of herself in Kabul and the West Bank, Love had wilted a little when we reached the school.The neighborhood itself is enough to make anyone weep – at least, it makes me want to weep. When I first drove past my old home two weeks ago, I really did break down in tears. The windows were boarded over, and weeds choked the yard where my mother had patiently tended a bocca di leone gigante and a Japanese camellia.


The school building, with its garbage and graffiti, broken windows, and two-inch case-hardened chains shutting all but one entrance, daunts everyone. Even when you get used to the chains and garbage and think you’re not noticing them, they weigh on you. Kids and staff alike get depressed and pugnacious after enough time in such a setting.


Marcena had been unusually quiet while we produced our IDs for the guard, only murmuring that this was what she was used to from Iraq and the West Bank, but she hadn’t realized Americans knew how it felt to have an occupying power in their midst.


‘The cops aren’t an occupying power,’ I snapped. ‘That role belongs to the relentless poverty around here.’


‘Cops are on power trips no matter what force places them in charge of a community,’ she responded, but she’d still been subdued until she met the team.


After she left the gym, I stepped up the tempo of the practice, even though several of the players were sullenly refusing to respond, complaining they were worn out and Coach McFarlane didn’t make them do this.


‘Forget about it,’ I barked. ‘I trained with Coach McFarlane: that’s how I learned these drills.’


I had them working on passes and rebounds, their biggest weaknesses. I forced the laggards under the boards, letting balls bounce off them because they wouldn’t go through the motions of trying to grab them. Celine, my gangbanger, knocked over one straggler. Even though I secretly wanted to do it myself, I had to bench Celine and threaten her with suspension from the team if she kept on fighting. I hated doing it, since she and April, along with Josie Dorrado, were our only hope for building a team that could win a few games. If they picked up their skills. If enough of the others started working harder. If they all kept coming, didn’t get pregnant or shot, got the high-tops and weight equipment they needed. And if Celine and April didn’t come to blows before the season even got under way.


The energy level in the room suddenly went up, and I knew without looking at the clock that we had fifteen minutes left in practice. This was the time that friends and family showed up to wait for the team. Even though most of the girls went home by themselves, everyone played better with an audience.


Tonight, to my surprise, it was April Czernin who picked up the pace the most – she started knocking down rebounds with the ferocity of Teresa Weatherspoon. I turned to see who she was showing off for, and saw that Marcena Love had returned, along with a man around my own age. His dark good looks were starting to fray a bit around the edges, but he definitely merited a second glance. He and Love were laughing together, and his right hand was about a millimeter from her hip. When April saw his attention was on Marcena, she bounced her ball off the backboard with such savagery that the rebound hit Sancia in the head.
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Enter Romeo (Stage Left)


The man moved forward with an easy smile. ‘So it is you, Tori.Thought it had to be when April told us your name.’


No one had used that pet name for me since my cousin Boom-Boom died. It had been his private name for me– my mother hated American nicknames, and my father called me Pepperpot – and I didn’t like hearing it from this guy, who was a complete stranger.


‘You’ve been away from the hood so long you don’t remember your old pals, huh, Warshawski?’


‘Romeo Czernin!’ I blurted out his own nickname in a jolt of astonished recognition: he’d been in Boom-Boom’s class, a year ahead of me, and the girls in my clique had all snickered about him as we watched him put the moves on our classmates.


This afternoon, it was Celine and her sidekicks who laughed raucously, hoping to goad April.They succeeded: April aimed a ball at Celine. I jumped between them, scooping up the ball, trying unsuccessfully to remember Romeo’s real name.


Czernin was pleased, perhaps by the juvenile title, or by grabbing the team’s attention in front of Marcena. ‘The one and only.’ He put an arm around me and bent me backward to kiss me. I turned inside his arm and hooked my left foot around his ankle, sliding away as he stumbled. It wasn’t the kind of juke move I wanted to encourage in the team, but unfortunately they all had been watching closely; I had a feeling I’d see Celine using it at the next practice. Marcena Love had also been watching, with an amused smile that made me feel as immature as my own gangbangers.


Romeo dusted himself off. ‘Same standoffish bitch you always were, huh, Tori? You always were one of McFarlane’s pets, weren’t you? When I found out she was still coaching basketball, I came over to have a talk with her – I figured she’d dump the same crap on my kid she did on me, and now I suppose I have to make sure you treat April right, too.’


‘Wrong,’ I said. ‘It’s a pleasure coaching April; she’s shaping into a serious little player.’


‘I hear any reports that you playing favorites, you letting some of these Mexican scum beat up on her, you answer to me, just remember that.’


April was turning red with embarrassment, so I just smiled and said I’d keep it in mind. ‘Next time, come early enough to watch her scrimmage.You’ll be impressed.’


He nodded at me, as if to reinforce my acknowledgment of his power, then switched on another smile for Marcena. ‘Would if I could: it’s my hours. I got off early today and thought I’d take my little girl out for a pizza – how about it, sweetheart?’


April, who’d retreated to the background with Josie Dorrado, looked up with the kind of scowl that teenagers use to conceal eagerness.


‘And this English lady who’s writing about your team and the South Side, she’d like to join us. Met me in the parking lot when I was pulling up in the rig.What do you say? We’ll go to Zambrano’s, show her the real neighborhood.’


April hunched a shoulder. ‘I guess. If Josie can come, too. And Laetisha.’


Romeo agreed with an expansive clap on his daughter’s shoulder and told her to hustle; he had to do some driving after pizza.


Zambrano’s was just about the only place on the South Side that I remembered from my own youth. Most of the other little joints have been boarded over. Even Sonny’s, where you could get a shot and a beer for a dollar – all under the life-sized portrait of the original Richard Daley– isn’t open any more.


I sent the girls off to shower, in a locker room whose dank, moldy smell usually kept me in my own sweaty clothes until I got to Morrell’s. Marcena followed the team, saying she wanted the whole picture of their experience, and, anyway, she needed to pee. The girls gave gasps of excited shock at hearing her use the word in front of a man, and they clustered around her with renewed eagerness.


I looked up to the stands to see whether Sancia’s kids had anyone with them while she showered. Sancia’s sister had come in at the end of practice – she and Sancia’s mother seemed to alternate in helping out with the babies. Sancia’s boyfriend was lounging in the hallway with a couple of other guys who had girlfriends or sisters on the team, waiting for them to finish. After my first practice, when the guys had tested my authority with too much bumping and ball playing, I’d forced them to wait outside the gym until the girls were changed.


Romeo picked up one of the balls and began banging it off the backboard. He was wearing work boots, but I decided we’d had enough friction without me chewing him out for not wearing soft soles on the scarred court.


My cousin Boom-Boom, who’d been a high school star, already recruited by the Black Hawks when he was seventeen, used to make fun of Romeo for trailing after the jocks. I’d joined in, since I wanted my cousin and his cool friends to like me, but I had to admit that even in work boots, Czernin’s form was pretty good. He sank five balls in a row from the free throw line, then began moving around the court, trying different, flashier shots, with less success.


He saw me watching him and gave a cocky smile: all was forgiven if I was going to admire him. ‘Watcha been up to, Tori? Is it true what they say, that you followed your old man into the police?’


‘Not really: I’m a private investigator. I do stuff that the cops aren’t interested in. You driving a rig like your dad?’


‘Not really,’ he mimicked me. ‘He worked solo, I work for By-Smart. They’re about the only company hiring down here these days.’


‘They need an eighteen-wheeler down here?’


‘Yeah. You know, in and out of their big distribution warehouse, and then over to the stores, not just the one on Ninety-fifth, they’ve got eleven in my territory – South Side, northwest Indiana, you know.’


I passed the giant discount store at Ninety-fifth and Commercial every time I rode the expressway down. As big as the Ford Assembly Plant farther south, the store and parking lot filled in almost half a mile of old swamp.


‘I’m going over to the warehouse myself this afternoon,’ I said. ‘You know Patrick Grobian?’


Romeo gave the knowing smirk that was starting to get on my nerves. ‘Oh, yeah. I do a lot with Grobian. He likes to stay on top of dispatch, even though he is the district manager.’


‘So you going to show Marcena the northwest Indiana stores after you take the girls to Zambrano’s?’


‘That’s the idea. On the outside she looks as stuck up as you, but that’s just her accent and her getup; she’s a real person, and she’s pretty interested in how I do my work.’


‘She drove down with me. Can you take her as far as the Loop when you’re done? She shouldn’t ride the train late at night.’


He grinned salaciously. ‘I’ll see she gets a good ride, Tori, don’t you worry your uptight ass about that.’


Resisting an impulse to smack him, I started collecting balls from around the floor. I let him hang on to the one he was playing with, but I put the rest in the equipment room. If I didn’t lock them up at once they evaporated, as I’d learned to my cost: we’d lost two when friends and family were milling around the gym after my first practice. I’d scrounged four new ones from friends who belong to tony downtown gyms. Now I keep all ten balls in a padlocked bin, although I’ve had to share keys with the boys’ coach and the PE teachers.


While the girls finished changing, I sat at a tiny table in the equipment room to fill out attendance forms and progress reports for the benefit of the mythical permanent coach. After a moment, a shadow in the doorway made me look up. Josie Dorrado, April’s particular friend on the team, was hovering there, twisting her long braid around her fingers, shifting from one skinny leg to the other. A quiet, hardworking kid, she was another of my strong players. I smiled, hoping she wasn’t going to bring up a time-consuming problem: I couldn’t be late to my meeting with the By-Smart manager.


‘Coach, uh, people say, uh, is it true you’re with the police?’


‘I’m a detective, Josie, but I’m private. I work for myself, not the city. Do you need the police for some reason?’ I seemed to have a version of this conversation with someone at every practice, even though I’d told the team when I started coaching what I did for a living.


She shook her head, eyes widening a bit in alarm at the idea that she herself might need a cop. ‘Ma, my ma, she told me to ask you.’


I pictured an abusive husband, restraining orders, a long evening in violence court, and tried not to sigh out loud. ‘What kind of problem is she having?’


‘It’s something about her job. Only, her boss, he don’t want her talking to no one.’


‘What – is he harassing her in some way?’


‘Can’t you just go see her for a minute? Ma can explain it, I don’t really know what’s going on, only she told me to ask you, because she heard someone at the laundry say how you grew up down here and now you’re a cop.’


Romeo appeared behind Josie, twirling the ball on his fingertip à la the Harlem Globetrotters. ‘What does your ma need a cop for, Josie?’ he asked.


Josie shook her head. ‘She don’t, Mr. Czernin, she just wants Coach to talk to her about some kind of problem she’s got with Mr. Zamar.’


‘What kind of problem she have with Zamar that she wants a dick on his tail? Or is it the other way around?’ He laughed heartily.


Josie looked at him in bewilderment. ‘You mean does she want him followed? I don’t think so, but I don’t really know. Please, coach, it’ll only take a minute, and every day she keeps bugging me, have you talked to your coach yet? have you talked to your coach yet? so I gotta tell her I asked you.’


I looked at my watch. Ten to five. I had to be at the warehouse by five-fifteen, and visit Coach McFarlane before I went to Morrell’s. If I went to see Josie’s ma in between, it would be ten o’clock again before I made it home.


I looked at Josie’s anxious chocolate eyes. ‘Can it wait until Monday? I could come over after practice to talk to her.’


‘Yeah, okay.’ It was only the slight relaxation in her shoulders that told me she was relieved I’d agreed to do it.
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Mountains of Things


I threaded my way through the trucks in the yard at the warehouse, looking for the parking area. Eighteen-wheelers were backing up to loading bays, smaller trucks were driving up and down a ramp leading to a lower level, a couple of waste haulers were picking up Dumpsters and emptying them, and all around me men with hard hats and beer bellies were shouting at each other to watch where the hell they were going.


Trucks had dug deep grooves in the asphalt and my Mustang bounced unhappily through them, splashing my windows with mud. It had been raining off and on all day and the sky still seemed sullen. A century of dumping everything, from cyanide to cigarette wrappers, into South Chicago’s swampy ground had turned the landscape tired and drab. Against this leaden backdrop, the By-Smart warehouse looked ominous, a cavern housing some ravening beast.


The building itself was monstrous. A low-slung brick structure, perhaps originally red, turned grimy black with age, it filled two city blocks. The building and the yard lay behind high wire fencing, with a guard station and everything.When I turned off 103rd Street and pulled in, a man in some kind of uniform demanded to see my pass. I told him I had an appointment with Patrick Grobian; the man phoned into the cavern and confirmed that I was expected. Parking lay straight ahead, I couldn’t miss it.


Straight ahead meant something different to the guard than it did to me. After I’d jolted around two sides of the building, I finally came on the parking area. It looked like the lot to a run-down used-car dealer, with hundreds of beaters parked every which way among the ruts. I found a spot that I hoped was out of the way enough that no one would sideswipe my Mustang.


When I opened the door, I looked with dismay at the ground. The warehouse entrance lay several hundred yards away and I was going to have to pick my way through rain-filled potholes in my good shoes. I knelt on the driver’s seat and leaned over to paw through the papers and towels in back. Finally, I dug up a pair of flip-flops I’d used at the beach last summer and wiggled my stocking feet around the little toe bars. It made for a slow and embarrassing waddle across the yard to the entrance, but at least I reached it with only my stockings and trouser cuffs spackled in mud. I slipped on my pumps and stuck the muddy flip-flops into a plastic bag before shoving them into my briefcase.


High doors opened onto a consumer nightmare. Shelves stacked with every imaginable product stretched as far as I could see. Directly in front of me dangled brooms, hundreds of them, push brooms, straw brooms, brooms with plastic handles, with wood handles, brooms that swiveled. Next to them were thousands of shovels, ready for every Chicagoan who wanted to clear their walks in the winter ahead. On my right cartons labeled ‘icemelt’ were stacked halfway to a ceiling that yawned thirty feet overhead.


I started forward, and backed up again as a forklift truck rattled toward me at high speed, its front-loader high with cartons of ice-melt. It stopped on the far side of the shovels; a woman in overalls and a bright red vest began slitting the boxes before they were even off the loader. She pulled smaller boxes of ice-melt out and added them to the mound already there.


Another forklift pulled up in front of me. A man in an identical red vest started loading brooms onto it, checking them against a computer printout.


When I stepped forward again, trying to decide on a route through the shelves, a guard moved to intercept me. A large black woman wearing a vest with safety reflectors, she also had a hard hat labeled ‘Be Smart, By-Smart,’ and a belt that seemed to hold everything the complete law officer needed – including a stun gun. Above the racket of the conveyor belts and the trucks, she demanded my business.


Once again, I explained who I was and why I was there. The guard took a cell phone from her belt to call for approval.When she had it,she gave me a badge and directions to Patrick Grobian’s office: down Aisle 116S, left at 267W, all the way to the end, where I’d find all of the company offices, toilets, canteen, and so on.


It was then that I saw big red numbers that labeled the entrance to each row. These were so large that I’d missed them at first. I’d also missed a series of conveyor belts high above the aisles; they had chutes that lowered stacks of goods to various loading depots. Signs proclaiming ‘No Smoking Anywhere, Anytime’ were plastered prominently on the walls and shelves, along with exhortations to ‘Make the Workplace a Safe Place.’


We were facing Aisle 122S, so I turned left at the shovels and walked down six aisles, passing a mountain of microwaves, followed by a forest of artificial Christmas trees. When I reached Aisle 116, I moved into Christmas decorations: avalanches of bells, lights, napkins, plastic angels, orange-faced Madonnas holding ice-white baby Jesuses.


Between the mountains of things stretching endlessly away, the conveyor belts ratcheting overhead, and the forklifts rolling around me, I began to feel dizzy. There were people in this warehouse, but they seemed to exist only as extensions of the machines. I clutched a shelf to steady myself. I couldn’t show up at Patrick Grobian’s office looking woozy: I wanted his support for Bertha Palmer’s basketball team. I needed to be upbeat and professional.


Three weeks ago, when I met the assistant principal who oversaw Bertha Palmer’s after-school programs, I knew I was going to have to find Mary Ann’s replacement myself if I didn’t want to stick around the high school for the rest of my life. Natalie Gault was in her early forties, short, stocky, and very aware of her authority. She was swamped in a flood of paperwork. Girls’ basketball ranked in her consciousness somewhere below upgrading the coffeemaker in the faculty lounge.


‘I’m only filling in for Mary Ann until the end of the year,’ I warned her when she thanked me for taking over at short notice. ‘I won’t have time to come down here once the playing season starts in January. I can keep the girls conditioned until then, but I’m not a trained coach, and that’s what they need.’


‘All they really need is for a grown-up to show interest in them, Ms. Sharaski.’ She flashed a bright meaningless smile at me. ‘No one expects them to win games.’


‘Warshawski. And the girls expect to win games – they’re not playing to show what good sports they are. Which they’re not. Three or four of them could be top-notch players with the right coaching – they deserve more than the short time and mediocre skills I can give them. What is the school doing to find someone?’


‘Praying for a miracle with Mary Ann McFarlane’s health,’ she said. ‘I know you went to school down here, but back then the school could rent an instrument for any child who wanted to play one. We haven’t offered music in this school for eighteen years, except for the Band Club, which one of the reading teachers runs. We can’t afford an art program, so we tell kids to go to a free downtown program – two hours and two buses away. We don’t have an official basketball team – we have a basketball club.We can’t afford a coach – we need a volunteer, and we don’t have a teacher who has the time, let alone the skills, to take it on. I suppose if we could find a corporate sponsor we could hire an after-school coach.’


‘Who’s down here who could put that kind of money into the basketball program?’


‘Some small companies in the neighborhood, places like Fly the Flag, sometimes put up money for uniforms or instruments in the band. But the economy’s so bad right now that they aren’t doing anything for us this year.’


‘Who’s big down here now that the mills are closed? I know there’s the Ford Assembly Plant.’


She shook her head. ‘That’s all the way down on 130th, and we’re too far away and too small for them, even though some of the parents work down there.’


Her phone rang at that point. Someone from the city health department was coming by tomorrow to look for rodent droppings – what should they do about the kitchen? A teacher stopped by to complain about the shortage of social studies texts, and another wanted eight students moved out of his room to a different section.


By the time Ms. Gault got back to me, she couldn’t remember whether I was Sharaski or Varnishky, let alone whether the school would help find a coach. I ground my teeth, but when I got back to my own office that afternoon I did a search on companies within a two-mile radius of the school. I’d found three that were big enough to afford serious community service; the first two hadn’t even let me make an appointment.


By-Smart had both the discount megastore at Ninety-fifth and Commercial, and their Midwest distribution center at 103rd and Crandon. The store told me they didn’t make any community service decisions, that I needed to see Patrick Grobian, the Chicagoland south district manager, whose office was in the warehouse. A kid in Grobian’s office who answered the phone said they’d never done anything like this before, but I could come in and explain what I wanted. Which is why I was hiking through mountains of things on my way to Grobian’s office.


For some reason, when I was growing up in South Chicago I’d never heard of the By-Smart company. Of course, thirty years ago they had only begun the most phenomenal part of their staggering growth. According to my research, their sales last year had been $183 billion, a number I could hardly comprehend: that many zeroes made my head swim.


I guess when I was a kid, their warehouse had already been here at 103rd and Crandon, but nobody I knew worked here – my dad was a cop, and my uncles worked at the grain elevators or steel mills. Looking around me now, it was hard to believe I hadn’t known about this place.


Of course, you’d have to be a Trappist monk not to know about the company today – their TV commercials are ubiquitous, showing their happy, nurturing sales staff in their red ‘Be Smart, By-Smart’ smocks. All over America, they’ve become the only retail outlet for a lot of small towns.


Old Mr. Bysen had grown up on the South Side, over in Pullman; I knew that from Mary Ann’s telling me he’d gone to Bertha Palmer High. His standard bio didn’t talk about that, instead dwelling on his heroics as a World War II gunner. When he got back from the war, he’d taken over his father’s little convenience store at Ninety-fifth and Exchange. From that tiny seed had sprouted a worldwide empire of discount superstores – to use the overheated imagery of one business writer. Of the sixteen girls I was coaching at Bertha Palmer, four had mothers who worked at the superstore, and now I knew April Czernin’s father drove for them, too.


The South Side had been Bysen’s base and then became his hub, I’d learned from Forbes; he’d bought this warehouse from Ferenzi Tool and Die when they went bankrupt in 1973 and kept it as his Midwest distribution center even after he moved his headquarters out to Rolling Meadows.


William Bysen, known inevitably as Buffalo Bill, was eighty-three now, but he still came into work every day, still controlled everything from the wattage of the light-bulbs in the employee toilets to By-Smart’s contracts with major suppliers. His four sons were all active in management, his wife, May Irene, was a pillar of the community, active in charity and in her church. In fact, May Irene and Buffalo Bill were both evangelical Christians; every day at corporate headquarters began with a prayer session, twice a week a minister came in to preach, and the company supported a number of overseas missions.


Several of the girls on my team were also evangelical Christians. I was hoping the company might see this as a faith-based opportunity to serve South Chicago.


By the time I got to Aisle 267W, I was just praying that I’d never have to shop again in my life. The aisle emptied into a drafty corridor that ran the length of the building. At the far end I could see the silhouettes of smokers huddled in a wide doorway, desperate enough to brave the chill and rain.


A series of open doors dotted the corridor. I poked my head into the nearest, which turned out to be a canteen, its walls banked with vending machines. A dozen or so people were slumped at the scarred deal tables. Some were eating machine stew or cookies, but a number were asleep, their red smocks trailing on the grimy floor.


I backed out and started looking into the rooms lining the corridor. The first was a print room, with two large Lexmarks dumping out stacks of inventory.A fax machine in the corner was doing its part in the paperless society. As I stood mesmerized by the flow of paper, a parade of forklifts pulled up to collect output. When they trundled off, I blinked and followed them back into the corridor.


The next two doors opened onto tiny offices, where people were doing such energetic things with computers and binders of paper that they didn’t even look at me when I asked for Grobian, just shook their heads and kept typing. I noticed little video cameras mounted in the ceilings: maybe their paychecks were docked if the cameras caught them looking up from their work when they weren’t on break.


Five guys were waiting in the hall outside a closed door a little farther down the hall. Some were drinking out of cardboard canteen cups. Despite the pervasive cameras and the big sign ordering ‘No Smoking Anywhere, Anytime,’ two were smoking surreptitiously, cupping the cigarettes in their curled fingers, tapping the ash into empty cups. They had the worn jeans and work boots of tired men who worked hard for not very much money. Most had on old bomber or warm-up jackets, whose decals advertised everything from Harley-Davidson to New Mary’s Wake-Up Lounge.


Grobian’s nameplate was on the door in front of them. I stopped and raised an eyebrow.‘The great man at home?’


The Harley jacket laughed. ‘Great man? That’s about right, sis. Too great to sign our slips and get us on our way.’


‘Because he thinks he’s on his way to Rolling Meadows.’ One of the smokers coughed and spat into his cup.


New Mary’s Wake-Up Lounge grinned unpleasantly. ‘Maybe he is. Isn’t the bedsheet queen – what the fuck was that for, man?’ Another smoker had kicked him in the shin and jerked his head in my direction.


‘It’s okay, I’m not the gabby type, and I don’t work for the company, anyway,’ I said. ‘I have an appointment with the big guy, and ordinarily I would just butt in on him, but since I’m here to ask a favor I’ll wait in line like a good kindergartner.’


That made them laugh again. They shifted to make room for me against the hall wall. I listened as they talked about their upcoming routes.The guy in the Harley jacket was getting ready to leave for El Paso, but the others were on local runs. They talked about the Bears, who had no offense, reminded them of the team twenty-five years back, right before Ditka and McMahon gave us our one whiff of glory, but was Lovey Smith the man to bring back the McMahon-Payton era. They didn’t say anything further about the bedsheet queen or Grobian’s ambitions for the home office. Not that I needed to know, but I suppose the main reason I’m a detective is a voyeur’s interest in other people’s lives.


After a longish wait, Grobian’s door opened and a youth emerged. His reddish-brown hair, cut short in a futile effort to control his thick curls, was slicked down hard. His square face was dotted with freckles, and his cheeks still showed the soft down of adolescence, but he surveyed us with an adult seriousness.When he caught sight of the man in the Harley jacket, he smiled with such genuine pleasure that I couldn’t help smiling, too.


‘Billy the Kid,’ the Harley said, smacking him on the shoulder. ‘How’s it hanging, kid?’


‘Hi, Nolan, I’m good. You heading for Texas tonight?’


‘That’s right. If the great man ever gets off his duff and signs me out.’


‘Great man? You mean Pat? Really, he’s just been going over the logs and he’ll be right out. I’m real sorry you had to wait so long, but, honest, he’ll be with you in a second.’The youth stepped over to me.‘Are you Ms.Warsha-sky?’


He pronounced my name carefully, although not quite successfully. ‘I’m Billy – I said you could come in today, only Pat, Mr. Grobian, he’s not quite a hundred percent, well – he’s running late, and, uh, he may take some persuading, but he’ll see you, anyway, as soon as he gets these guys on their way.’


‘Billy?’ a man shouted from inside the office. ‘Send Nolan in – we’re ready to roll. And go collect the faxes for me.’


My heart sank: a nineteen-year-old gofer with enthusiasm but no authority had organized my meeting with the guy who had authority but no enthusiasm. ‘Whenever I feel dismayed, I hold my head erect,’ I sang to myself.


While Billy went up the hall to the print room, the smokers pinched off the ends of their cigarettes and carefully put them in their pockets. Nolan went into Grobian’s office and shut the door. When he came out a few minutes later, the other men trouped in in a group. Since they left the door open, I followed them.
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Imperial Relations


Offices in industrial spaces aren’t designed for the comfort or prestige of the inhabitant. Grobian got a bigger space than the tiny rooms I’d poked into earlier – it even included a closet in the far corner – but it was painted the same dirty yellow, held the same metal desk and chairs as the others, and, like them, even had a video cam in the ceiling. Buffalo Bill didn’t trust anyone, apparently.


Grobian himself was an energetic young man, thirtysomething, shirtsleeves rolled up to reveal muscular arms, with a big marine anchor tattooed on the left bicep. He looked like the kind of guy truckers would respect, with a square quarterback jaw jutting beneath a buzz haircut.


He frowned when he saw me behind the men. ‘You new on the job? You don’t belong in here – check in with Edgar Díaz in –’


‘I’m V. I. Warshawski. We had an appointment at five-fifteen.’ I tried to sound upbeat, professional, not annoyed that it was almost six now.


‘Oh, yeah. Billy set that up. You’ll have to wait. These men are already late getting on the road.’


‘Of course.’ Women are supposed to wait on men; it’s our appointed role. But I kept the thought to myself: beggars have to have a sunny disposition. I hate being a beggar.


When I looked around for a place to sit, I saw a woman behind me. She was definitely not a typical By-Smart employee, not with a face whose makeup had been as carefully applied as if her skin were a Vermeer canvas. Her clothes, too – a body-hugging jersey top over a lavender kilt artfully arranged to show black lace inserts– hadn’t been bought on a By-Smart paycheck, let alone off a By-Smart rack, and none of the exhausted workers I’d seen in the canteen could have the energy to create that toned supple body.


The woman smiled when she saw me staring: she liked attention, or perhaps envy. She was in the only chair, so I went to lean against a metal filing cabinet next to her. She held a binder in her lap, open to an array of numbers that meant nothing to me, but when she realized I was staring down at them she shut the book and crossed her legs. She was wearing knee-high lavender boots with three-inch heels. I wondered if she had a pair of flip-flops to put on before going to her car.


Two more men joined the four lined up at Grobian’s desk. When he’d finished with them, another three came in. They were all truckers, getting their loads approved, either for what they’d delivered or what they were getting ready to drive off with.


I was growing bored and even a bit angry, but I’d be even more upset if I blew a chance to get out from under the girls’ basketball team. I sucked in a deep breath: keep it perky, Warshawski, and turned to ask the woman if she was part of the warehouse’s management team.


She shook her head and smiled a little condescendingly. I would have to play twenty questions to get anything out of her. I didn’t care that much, but I needed to do something to pass the time. I remembered the trucker’s remark about the bedsheet queen. She either bought them or lay in them – maybe both.


‘You the linen expert?’ I asked.


She preened slightly: she had a reputation, people talked about her. She ordered all the towels and sheets for By-Smart nationwide, she said.


Before I could continue the game, Billy came back into the room with a thick sheaf of papers. ‘Oh, Aunt Jacqui, there are faxes for you in this bunch. I don’t know why they’ve sent them here instead of up to Rolling Meadows.’


Aunt Jacqui stood up, but dropped her binder in the process. Some of the papers fell out and fluttered to the floor, three landing under Grobian’s desk. Billy picked up the binder and put it on her chair.


‘Oh, dear,’ she murmured, her voice languid, almost liquid. ‘I don’t think I can crawl under the desk in these clothes, Billy.’


Billy set the faxes on top of her binder and got down on his hands and knees to fetch the scattered pages. Aunt Jacqui picked up the faxes, riffled through them, and extracted a dozen or so pages.


Billy scrambled back to his feet and handed her the sheets from her binder. ‘Pat, you ought to make sure that floor gets washed more often. It’s filthy under there.’


Grobian rolled his eyes. ‘Billy, this ain’t your mother’s kitchen, it’s a working warehouse. As long as the floor doesn’t catch on fire I can’t be bothered about how dirty it is or isn’t.’


One of the truckers laughed and cuffed Billy on the shoulder on his way out the door. ‘Time you went on the road, son. Let you see real dirt and you’ll come back and eat off Grobian’s linoleum.’


‘Or let him wash it,’ the remaining driver suggested. ‘That always makes dirt look good.’


Billy blushed but laughed along with the men. Pat chatted briefly with the last driver about a load he was taking to the Ninety-fifth Street store.When the man left, Pat started to give Billy an order to go down to the loading bays, but Billy shook his head. ‘We need to talk to Ms. War-sha-sky, Pat.’ He turned to me, apologizing for my long wait, adding that he’d tried to explain what I wanted, but didn’t think he’d done a good job of it.


‘Oh, yeah. Community service, we already do plenty of that.’ Grobian’s frown returned. Busy man, no time for social workers, nuns, and other do-gooders.


‘Yes, I’ve studied your numbers, at least the ones you make public.’ I pulled a sheaf of papers out of my briefcase, spilling the flip-flops in their plastic bag onto the floor.


I handed business cards to Grobian, Billy, and Aunt Jacqui. ‘I grew up in South Chicago. I’m a lawyer now and an investigator, but I’ve come back as a volunteer to coach the basketball team at Bertha Palmer High.’


Grobian looked ostentatiously at his watch, but young Billy said, ‘I know some of the girls there, Pat, through our church exchange. They sing in the choir at –’


‘I know you want money from us,’ Jacqui interrupted in her languid voice. ‘How much and for what?’


I flashed an upbeat, professional smile and handed her a copy of a report I’d created on By-Smart’s community actions. I gave another set to Grobian and a third to Billy. ‘I know that By-Smart encourages grassroots giving at its local stores, but only for small projects. The Exchange Avenue store gave out three one-thousand-dollar scholarships to college students whose parents work in the store, and the staff are encouraged to serve in local food pantries and homeless shelters, but your manager over on Exchange told me Mr. Grobian was in charge of larger giving for the South Side.’
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