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Chicago, 1915

New Case, Old Ghosts
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Rain had been working State Street since dawn, a fine gray sheet that lacquered the soot-bricked fronts until they looked like coal fresh from the sluice. Up three flights over the pawnshop and the ticket broker, a tin roof kept time with the storm above a narrow office where a single window sweated. On the glass, stenciled in tired gold leaf, it said: VAL BUCHANAN — INVESTIGATIONS. Inside, Buchanan watched the rain, listened to the roof drum, and smoked a cigarette down to a hot crescent. The desk blotter had curled at the corners. The wastebasket held more matches than paper.

He had hung the shingle months earlier when the Agency spat him out. The promise of clean independence had turned to a thin ledger, sleep rationed out by cheap coffee, and the long company of his own thoughts. Those thoughts kept poor manners. They opened doors he had nailed shut. They brought Dalton to the room.

Dalton lay where the memory always left him: Oklahoma dirt rising in small puffs around a cooling body, a sky wide as judgment, the crack of the revolver not yet done echoing off the prairie. Men said Dalton turned—took a different pledge than the one they all took. The Agency said a great many things. Buchanan’s hands had shaken in the aftermath, fine as wire twanged in cold. He carried the tremor still, though it hid when he needed it to.

Footsteps found the stair, not hurrying, too heavy for a clerk, too certain for a salesman. Buchanan slid the drawer shut on the pistol, dragged the ashtray closer, and said nothing until the knock came.

“Come in,” he said.

She entered as if the building had been made for her: a tall woman in widow’s black, veil pinned, gloves wet enough to darken. She carried an umbrella and the expensive habit of not noticing the mess of other people’s rooms. She looked once around, decided the chair opposite the desk would do, and sat. She did not remove the gloves.

“You are Mr. Buchanan,” she said.

“That’s the name the painter managed to spell,” Buchanan said.

“I am Mrs. Rathbone.” She let the name sit. “My husband was Charles Henry Rathbone.”

One of the city’s iron men, the papers liked to say. Boards and trusts, a few hospitals and a library wing to scrub the look of it. His name had kept company with columns of numbers in the financial sheets. It had also kept company with broken strikes and shuttered mills.

“I read he died,” Buchanan said.

She held the umbrella like a weapon she had decided not to use. “They say it was a seizure. A tragic seizure in his study at the Chicago Club. They say it gently and without detail.” Her voice clipped off each word as if it cost extra to keep them. “It was not a seizure.”

“What do you call it?” Buchanan asked.

“Murder.” She swallowed and stayed upright. “His face was dark. His tongue—” The gloves tightened over her knuckles. “There are ways to ruin a body without leaving a wound. The police will not pursue them.”

“The police have their preferences,” Buchanan said.

“Inspector Maguire has already suggested natural causes,” she said. “He will say a man of my husband’s years and girth and industry simply failed. He will not say the word poison, because poison requires a killer, and a killer requires a scandal, and the Club does not like scandals.”

“The Club does not like women either,” Buchanan said.

“Nor reporters,” she said. “Nor men they do not own. You are no longer owned.”

The word landed between them. Outside, a streetcar took the corner with a spark and a squeal.

“You know a great deal about me,” Buchanan said.

“I know what most of this city’s better rooms know,” she said. “You used to wear a different badge. You left it behind. You have not found a warmer bed since.”

Buchanan sat back, let the cigarette burn. The past rearranged his desk, moved the drawer pulls, put Dalton’s boots up on the blotter. The Agency’s seal lingered wherever men huddled in a storm and spoke of putting down fires with kerosene.

“What do you want?” Buchanan asked.

“The truth,” she said. “Not a report satisfied to keep the Club’s mahogany polished. Not a speech about anarchists and foreign radicals so the papers can lay this at the feet of men who carry lunch pails. The truth. If my husband was killed, I want his killer named.”

“Named and—” Buchanan said.

“Named,” she said again, and softer, “Brought.”

He let the word breathe. “Why choose me.”

“Because you are not the Agency,” she said. “You know their methods and their friends, and you owe them nothing. Because you will not sell the truth to a boardroom.”

Buchanan looked at her through smoke. The hat and veil and careful grief could all be true and still be performance. Behind every steel man stood a ledger thicker than a Bible. Behind every widow stood a lawyer. But there was something unschooled in the way her hand gripped the umbrella and would not let go. There was a rhythm to her breath he had heard in tents and kitchens where women counted the cost in pennies and sons.

“Money,” he said.

“Will not be an obstacle,” she said, and slid an envelope across the desk. It had the heft of old favors. “Half now. Half when you tell me who did it.”

Buchanan did not open it. He put it in the drawer with the pistol and the old badge he swore he had thrown away. He said, “I will need to see the room where he died.”

“You will tell the Club you act at my request,” she said. “They will admit you. They do not like me, but they fear me more.”

“They will like me less,” Buchanan said.

“Then we are well suited,” she said.

She rose, and the room lost a degree of heat with her. At the door she turned. “Be careful, Mr. Buchanan. My husband made enemies by the dozen. He also made friends who think they are the law. Both are dangerous.”

When the door shut, the office found its small sounds again: rain smearing the window, the roof dimming the day, a clock that had not been wound in a week ticking once and deciding against it. Buchanan finished the smoke and let Dalton take the chair opposite. The dead man shrugged with an old grin that always irritated. Back at it, the grin said. Different room, same broom.

Buchanan ground the grin out with the butt in the tray and stood.

He took his hat, his coat, and the stairs down to the rain.

Chicago after dark wore its wealth the way a prizefighter wore a coat—impatiently and with blood still drying somewhere under it. The rain polished the stockyards’ stink and the river’s iron breath until they reached every block. Streetcars stitched fire across the sky wires. Men in bowlers ran bent with their newspapers over their heads. The city’s temples glowed: theaters, hotels, a telephone building as proud as a cathedral, and—midway up Michigan—an old Romanesque hulk with a doorman’s shoulder broad as a plow horse.

The Chicago Club kept its windows warm and its sidewalk dry. The awning caught rain and sent it off in obedient sheets. A patrolman flicked water from his cap bill and let carriages nose in. The door stood open long enough for light to spill and cigar smoke to introduce itself to the weather. Inside, the city’s favors stood and poured each other drinks.

Buchanan watched two men with familiar faces pass beneath the awning, coats dark, laughter easy. He heard his father then, same as he did when ships moaned on the lake or a blast furnace blinked the clouds: Do not forget who built what they drink in, boy. When you hear a glass touch a glass in rooms like that, hear a rivet hammered into the beam that holds up the roof. His father had a way with bolts and sentences; both held more than they looked able to.

Buchanan crossed under the awning and shook rain off his hat. The doorman took him in with a single slow blink. Buchanan said the widow’s name. The blink reversed itself into a nod. The clerk at the desk, a pale pencil of a man with inked fingers, wrote something into the big book with practiced silence and passed an oval key tag across. Somewhere in the building a piano decided on a waltz and set down to it. Laughter put itself on the stairs.

“Second floor,” the clerk said. “Inspector Maguire has the study posted. Mind the carpet.”

Buchanan went up.

The Club threw heat from the rugs and books. Old portraits watched with the kind of patience built on dividends. Leather chairs clung to men like a second skin. A waitress ghosted a tray through to a room that smelled of billiards chalk and brandy. On the landing, a young woman pretended to study a portrait of a governor long dead. The gown was plain, the hat plainer, the eyes not plain at all. A notebook bulged in the bag that hung from her shoulder. She looked up when Buchanan stepped level and smiled as if they had been introduced.

“You’re not a member,” she said.

“Neither are you,” Buchanan said.

“Not for lack of trying,” she said. She tipped the notebook with a finger. “Evelyn Hartwell. Chicago Daily News.”

“Miss Hartwell,” Buchanan said.

“And you are?” she asked.

“Someone the Club forgot to vote on,” Buchanan said.

She smiled again but not with her eyes. “They do that less than you would think. What’s your business?”

“Paying mine,” Buchanan said.

“You don’t look like a bill collector,” she said.

“You don’t look like a widow,” Buchanan said.

She laughed once. “Give me time.” She slid past him on the landing, skirts like a whisper over oak. The porter stared after her, frowned, and walked the frown toward the stairwell. She disappeared before it could reach her.

Buchanan let the piano carry him down the corridor to a door where two policemen kept company with boredom. They were damp at the cuffs and guarded with their eyes.

“Who are you?” one asked.

“Buchanan,” he said. “Retained by Mrs. Rathbone.”

The older of the two chewed that and kept chewing. He looked at the key in Buchanan’s hand. He looked at a paper fixed to the wall where Maguire had written his own name large enough to push air out of the room. The older man decided against trouble and turned the knob.

“Don’t touch,” he said. “Don’t move. Don’t breathe hard.”

“Which one is it,” the younger asked. “Touch or move.”

They both stared at Buchanan, then stared at the carpet.

The study had shade even with the lamp burning. The air held the old paper tang that clings to ledgers and letters. Cigar smoke layered itself low, unwilling to leave. The drapes bowed with the rain tapping the window. The desk was a field of correspondence and invitations. A blotter sat pearl-buckled where some glass had sweated. On the rug, the color ran a little darker in the shape of men’s careful feet, exactly where a chair would have been.

Buchanan stood and let the room say its piece. Rooms talk, if the door is closed and the listener is impolite enough not to interrupt. This one said money worn down smooth by use, a habit of warning people from the edges, the soft click of keys into pockets. It said a man sat late and read letters nobody else read and took pleasure in deciding what would not happen to other men.

He did not touch the desk. He leaned and read with his eyes. Dues paid, dinners scheduled, a note about a lecture on tonnage, a card where a judge’s hand said something about quiet arrangement. He found the widow’s fingerprints without seeing them: a corner of stationery torn, a crease too new for the paper. She had looked. She had not found.

He circled the rug. Stains on a good weave are a kind of confession. The darker petals near the knee would have been saliva, the pulled threads at the edge from a shoe that scraped hard. The window latch had polish worn like teeth marks. He studied the keyhole, found nothing new and nothing old, and studied it again until it bored him.

“Seen enough,” the older policeman said.

“Not yet,” Buchanan said.

“You’ll need Inspector Maguire,” the man said. “He’s at cards.”

“Of course he is,” Buchanan said.

He traced the baseboards, the edges of the bookshelves, the shadows where the lamp failed. He smelled it then—not poison, not a tincture, nothing so obliging—but the faint sour left behind when a body empties itself of the small last things that kept it upright. You smelled it in sickrooms and battlefields and occasionally in rooms with expensive drapes.

The lamp hummed. The rain ticked. Buchanan’s shoulder found the window, and he looked down through water at the carriages and umbrellas and the lake beyond the blocks, a plate of beaten pewter. A train’s whistle came from the south, two notes spaced as if the second had changed its mind.

Dalton stood at the shelf and trailed a finger along spines. You’re back where we always were, the ghost said. You call it something else now. You don’t wear their badge, but these are still their rooms.

Buchanan let the ghost speak and then let him fade. He thought of his father, too—Alexander Buchanan, who came up from the rail works with dirt ground into the creases of his hands and an idea about right that did not bend when money leaned on it. The old man sat at the table in memory, poured coffee into a saucer to cool, and said, They will call it law and order when it goes their way, son. They will call it riot when men want bread.

The door opened without a knock, and a man built like a stovepipe walked in with rain still on his shoulders. Inspector James Maguire carried his cap tucked under one arm and a face that had learned not to hurry into expressions.

“So,” Maguire said. “The widow brings in private help.”

“Help,” Buchanan said.

“And since the Agency is busy elsewhere,” Maguire said, “we are blessed with an old hand who knows their tricks.” He looked at the desk as if it had spoken out of turn. “You will not touch,” he said. “You will not interfere with a police inquiry.”

“Which inquiry is that?” Buchanan asked.

“The one where a fat man’s heart gives out,” Maguire said. He smiled with three quarters of his mouth. “Where you been, Val.”

“Right here,” Buchanan said.

“The Club is satisfied,” Maguire said. “A physician of repute will certify. The family will grieve. Chicago will go on tomorrow morning exactly as it did yesterday morning. Don’t waste your hired time.”

“Give me your physician’s name,” Buchanan said.

“You know him,” Maguire said. “Everybody knows him. Dr. Aldous McClintock.” He let the name hang in the lamplight. “Do you plan to argue physiology with him.”

“I plan to ask what he smelled,” Buchanan said.

Maguire’s eyes narrowed by a finger-width. “You hear a rumor, you tell me first. You hear a rumor about radicals, you tell me faster. A young reporter has been sniffing around. I would rather she not get ideas.”

“What kind of ideas?” Buchanan asked.

“The kind that sell papers,” Maguire said. “What’s her name?”

“I never learned to read,” Buchanan said.

Maguire looked at the carpet as if it had broken the rules. “You play country now that you don’t wear the badge,” he said. “Don’t play it too hard. This is a respectable man dead. Respectable men prefer a respectable story.” He nodded at the officers and left without waiting to be shown how.
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