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      Jerry got out of the car, closed the door, and stretched. He bent down in front of the side-view mirror to check his hair. Satisfied, he straightened up and casually patted his right pants pocket.

      Incredulous, he patted it again, and again. Then his left pocket. He did a quick search through his coat pockets.

      “Shit,” he said under his breath and flung open the car door with such force that it rocked back and forth on its hinges. Inside, he searched like somebody was holding a gun to his head and running out of patience. He rummaged between the seat cushions, under the seats, and under the floor mats on both sides of the car. Then he crawled between the front seats to the back and repeated the process.

      Rico had gotten out of the car the same time Jerry did. By the time Jerry began his search, he had walked around to the passenger side and leaned against the car, arms folded across his chest. From there he watched the search, more bemused than concerned. When it was over, he said simply, “He lifted it,” and when Jerry pounded his fist on the roof and kicked a tire, he added, “Get in.”

      They drove in silence, Jerry brooding and fidgeting the entire time. Rico looked over at him. “Relax.”

      But for the circumstances, it would have been a good day for a drive. It had rained the day before, but now the weather was crisp and clear, and the water that collected on the street and sidewalks glistened in the mid-day sun. With rush hour still hours away, they sailed through the traffic.

      Jerry looked around. They weren't heading in the direction of the racetrack, where they had dropped Robert McDuffie off forty-five minutes earlier. “I thought you said—”

      “Jean's place is closer. I'll check her out while you take the car and check out the guy.”

      “But—”

      “I'm ninety-nine-point nine percent sure, but point one percent is still point one percent.”

      Jean lived in a venerable four-story apartment building tucked away in a well-preserved neighborhood on Chicago's southeast side a few minutes' drive from the lake. When Rico pressed the buzzer on the ground floor, she was taking a shower, so she didn't hear it. He tried her cell and got voicemail. That was too bad because he couldn't wait. He had to go up. He hoped she was there and just didn't hear the buzzer because he liked her—no, he was crazy about her.

      He didn't have a key to the main door, so he waited in the vestibule between the inner and outer door for someone to show up. It didn't take long.

      A resident entered the building. He was in his mid-thirties, already balding, two inches taller than Rico and several pounds heavier, though the extra weight was more blubber than muscle. He had had a fight with his wife and was in a surly mood. To teach her a lesson he was making her carry all the groceries. She arrived thirty seconds after he did, huffing and puffing, while his breathing was as tranquil as a kitten's. He propped the outer door open with his foot and she struggled through with two heavy bags, brown paper with no handles, clutching one in each arm like two large babies. Her husband had both hands free but didn't bother to help. After the door closed, he turned to Rico, who was facing the inner door.

      He had said nothing to Rico all this time and Rico hadn't turned around to acknowledge him. He suspected that Rico intended to follow them into the building. He knew Rico didn't live there and didn't have a key. He didn't like the idea of letting him in—not because it was against the rules or because he thought Rico might be an unsavory character. He simply wasn't in the mood to be helpful.

      Rico, a blank expression on his face, slowly turned and looked the man over from head to toe. The man glared contemptuously at Rico and turned his back to him while his wife, a plump woman with a round face and sparkling eyes, tried to keep the bags from falling by holding them up with one knee and then the other. Rico parted his lips to speak but before he could, the woman did.

      “Henry, what's the matter with you?” Her impatient voice twanged like a guitar string. “Will you please open the door? Can't you see I'm about to drop these bags?”

      “Shut up. There's a rule against letting strangers in the building,” he barked, showing his bad teeth.

      “Oh, Henry, don't be so unneighborly. Open the door, why don't you?”

      “I said shut up.”

      “Will you at least help me put these bags down?”

      “Put them down yourself.”

      Rico didn't generally lose his temper or get excited. Still more rarely did he take things personally. If something had to be done, he did it in a logical, methodical way with as little disruption as possible, and his personal satisfaction was irrelevant. But once in a while, mission and satisfaction coincided… like now.

      Getting the door open was his objective. Making Henry open it was going to give him a great deal of satisfaction, and it wasn't even going to be disruptive.

      Two sizeable steps put Rico directly in front of the woman, who by now was struggling mightily to put the bags on the floor without spilling their contents. He reached down and took one bag in each arm, then, as though they were filled with cotton balls, shifted them both to his left the moment Henry turned to confront him. He stared directly into Henry's eyes, saying nothing, a faint smile on his face.

      That was all it took. Henry's body wilted and beads of perspiration sprouted on his forehead. He cleared his throat and almost gagged. He had swallowed his pride so quickly he almost choked on it. He hurriedly opened the door.

      Not changing the expression on his face, Rico thrust the bags into Henry's chest and, holding the door open, motioned to the woman to go through first. Embarrassed, she thanked him and smiled self-consciously. He walked past her, barely acknowledging her gesture, then turned on his heel before climbing the three flights of stairs to Jean's apartment. He couldn't resist. He caught the man's eye and said, “Thanks, Henry.”

      When Rico knocked on Jean's door, he was happy to hear the sound of her approaching footsteps. At least she was there. Maybe it was a good omen. Jean, a stunning redhead with a figure that made the heart leap, looked through the peephole, opened the door, and greeted him wrapped only in a towel. She was even more tantalizing than she'd been in the car earlier that day. She wasn't completely dry, and here and there tiny droplets of water glistened on her arms and shoulders. Rico inhaled the subtle fragrance of her shower gel, but before it could distract him, a voice in his head reminded him, “Point one percent.”

      “I wasn't expecting you back so soon,” she began, a playful, sultry smile on her face.

      From the doorway Rico scanned the living room and saw nothing amiss. He walked in and closed the door behind him. Too bad. He only knew how to do this one way. “Jean, how long have you known me?” he asked stoically.

      She was baffled. “You know as well as I do. What kind of a question is that?”

      “I never tried to hide from you how I make my living, true?” They stood face to face, inches apart, before she took a few halting steps backward. “So you know what happens to people who don't tell me what I want to know, don't you?”

      “Rico,” she stammered, her voice trembling, “you aren't making any sense. What's this all about? I don't know what you're accusing me of, but I haven't done anything, I swear.”

      He took a straight razor from his coat pocket and opened it. As he walked toward her, she covered her face with her hands. He stepped behind her, thrust his left arm through the triangle formed by her hands pressing against her face, and grabbed her right shoulder. With his right hand he held the blunt side of the open razor against her right cheek.

      “Where is it?”

      “Please, Rico,” she sobbed. “I don't know what you're talking about.” He pressed harder and tightened his grip on her shoulder. “Please, please!”

      “I don't believe you.” He turned the sharp side to her cheek.

      “Rico, not my face, please! I swear I don't know what you're talking about.” Her tears puddled where the razor met her skin.

      “Sorry, baby.”

      As Jean cried out, he let the razor fall from his hand and, in one uninterrupted motion, expertly muzzled her scream with the same hand before the razor hit the floor. She fainted.

      When she came to, she was lying on the couch where Rico had carried her. He stood with his back to her, talking to Jerry on the phone. Jerry hadn't been able to get past lobby security in Robert's building.

      “He palmed it, right?” Jerry asked.

      Rico glanced over his shoulder at Jean. “I'll be there in a few minutes.” He hung up. “I had to be sure,” he said unapologetically.

      She shivered in her towel and glared at him, anger roiling in her eyes. He went to the bedroom and returned with a blanket, which she allowed him to drape around her shoulders.

      “Sorry, baby. It was just business.”

      Still too furious to speak, she defiantly turned her back to him and silently dared him to say anything about it. A small victory but it was something. Ignoring the gesture, Rico walked out and closed the door softly behind him.

      She was enraged, as much at herself as at him, because she knew that the next time he called she would answer. She tried to justify her emotions by telling herself that he'd stopped short of actually harming her and that he never would have. But who was she kidding? She could hope but she could never know for sure.

      When the cab pulled up in front of Robert's building, Jerry was standing outside smoking a cigarette. It was an expensive high rise on the city's Gold Coast along Lake Michigan's north shore, with a security guard on duty twenty-four hours a day. There was no way around it; if they wanted to get into Robert's apartment, one way or another they'd have to deal with him. This was admittedly a minor detail, more of an annoyance than anything else.

      Jerry knew Rico hated cigarette smoke. An icy stare from him whenever Jerry lit up was as effective a deterrent as a punch in the gut, so he put the fag out as Rico left the cab. Rico kept his body rock solid by lifting weights at a neighborhood gym, jogging regularly, and minimizing his intake of junk food. He didn't like the idea of second-hand smoke undoing any of his hard work.

      “So, what happened?” Jerry asked.

      “She didn't have it.”

      “I could've told you that. She's good people.”

      “Don't start with me.”

      “But—”

      “But nothing. Anybody can cross the line.”

      “Including me?” Jerry hoped Rico might exempt him but didn't expect it.

      “Yeah, including you.” The two men stared at each other for a long moment before Rico smiled. “No, not including you.” The smile vanished as quickly as it had appeared and his eyes narrowed. “You know better.”

      The comment stung and Jerry hung his head a little, but it was true and he knew it. It wasn't easy to get close to Rico and not many people did. He was loyal to a fault, yet distant and brooding. Deadly as a cobra but with a dry, sometimes biting sense of humor. Brutally honest, he lacked guile. Hated hypocrisy. Loathed arrogance. If you were in a fight for your life against hopeless odds and could pick just one person to help even them out, he would be your choice every time. But if you needed a shoulder to cry on or even a pat on the back, you'd have to think long and hard before you settled on Rico.

      “Now, about this guy…” Rico said, ignoring Jerry's reaction.

      Jerry snapped out of it. “You have to tell the security guard who you want to see. He rings the apartment. If the person answers, the guard buzzes you in.”

      “High-class joint.”

      “No wonder he's always out of money.”

      “How much traffic in and out?”

      “Not too bad so far.”

      Taking in as many details as his eyes could process in one sweep of the area, Rico slowly turned in a circle, looking for anything out of the ordinary, anything that counseled against getting on with the business at hand. Outside, there were pedestrians and cars passing everywhere, but it was a busy street, so there was nothing unusual about that. Inside, the foyer was empty except for the security guard. Nothing looked menacing. Nothing looked out of place. He nodded. “Okay?” Jerry nodded back. “Let's go and talk to the man.”

      They walked briskly to the entrance, donning sunglasses almost in unison, then glanced behind them one last time before opening the door. Rico nodded to a spot inside. Jerry planted himself there. Without slowing, Rico continued toward an oak-paneled counter facing the door, behind which sat an unarmed security guard casually reading a newspaper. He was about forty, with a gaunt face and stringy hair reaching below his collar. He was the kind of guy who went through life trying to keep from stepping on anyone's toes and hoping everyone would try to avoid stepping on his. He looked up in time to see Rico, advancing quickly in his direction, throw open his coat and jerk a .45 out of a powder-blue shoulder holster. He leapt to his feet and raised his hands above his head. Rico slammed the gun on the counter.

      “Put 'em down,” Rico said. Eyes bulging and hands shaking, the guard complied and his face took on the look of a condemned man who had just received word of a reprieve. “That's right. Relax,” Rico said. “Now buzz Robert McDuffie's apartment.” There was no answer. “Try again.” Still no answer. “Get the key and take me up there,” he ordered, then nodded in the direction of the .45 resting on the counter under his hand. “This'll be pointed at the back of your head on the way. Any questions?” The guard shook his head. “Then let's go.”

      The guard got the key from under the counter. Holstering the .45 along the way, Rico followed him to a glass door that led to a bank of elevators. The guard inserted the master key card and they walked through. He pressed “up” and they waited, Rico standing behind him. When the elevator arrived, a woman got off and they got on.

      The elevator had floor-to-ceiling mirrors on three sides, allowing the guard to steal a furtive glance at Rico, who noticed.

      “Okay, I lied. The gun is not pointed at the back of your head. Any objection?”

      The guard shook his head fervently and screwed his eyes shut. The elevator reached the tenth floor. At Robert's apartment Rico stepped to one side and, with a nod, signaled for the guard to knock. There was no answer.

      “Open it,” Rico said.

      The guard unlocked the door. Rico glanced behind him and nodded to the guard to go in. He pressed the gun against his back and followed him, closing the door behind them. No lights were on and it was clear that the place was empty. Rico flipped a wall switch and two lamps bathed the living room in light. “Nice place,” he mused. And it was. Off the expansive, tastefully furnished living room, with burnished hardwood floors and elegant artwork adorning the walls, was an equally elegant dining room, with a dazzling chandelier, matching antique table, buffet, and china cabinet. The modern kitchen had stylish stainless-steel appliances, teak cabinetry, granite countertops, and marble floors. On one side of the kitchen was a bedroom and on the other a traditional library with mahogany-paneled walls and a wood-burning fireplace. Beyond the library was the master bedroom. Rico made his way there, guard in tow.

      He waved the guard to the far side of the room, then surveyed the inside of a capacious walk-in closet from top to bottom, visually inventorying its contents, and rummaged through a dresser. He spied a small black book on a nightstand by the king-size bed. After flipping through the pages, he slipped it in his pocket.

      He knelt to look under the bed where he found a duffel bag stuffed with gym clothes. As he pulled it toward him a photo tumbled out, which he scanned and pocketed. Keeping an eye on the security guard, he stepped into the master bathroom far enough to get a good look at the contents of the medicine cabinet behind the mirror and inside the drawers of the cabinet under the double sink.

      “Let's go,” he said tersely to the guard. He suspected that his search of the bedroom and adjoining bathroom had yielded as much useful information as the apartment had to offer, but to make sure, keeping the guard in sight, he made a quick check of the other rooms and found nothing.

      At the elevator Rico opened his coat just enough for the guard to see the butt of the holstered .45. “I won't point this at the back of your head going down either, but you know where it is.”

      The doors opened to reveal two men and a woman. The security guard entered first and Rico stood behind him. The elevator didn't stop again until it reached the lobby. The three passengers left the building and Rico followed the guard to the counter, where Jerry joined them.

      “Well?” Rico asked.

      “One guy came in. I told him the guard had stepped out for a few minutes and he said he'd come back.”

      Rico started toward the door, then pivoted to face the guard. “By the way, nice talking to you.” The guard was still terrified but managed an uneasy smile. Rico turned and smiled to himself. When he and Jerry were safely out of the building, the guard wiped his brow with the back of his hand and immediately braced himself against the counter to prevent his legs from collapsing beneath him.

      As they approached the car, Jerry said, “What do you think?”

      Rico shrugged. “I think we got a problem.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Earlier That Day

      

      

      The Hawthorne Race Course in Cicero is about twenty minutes from downtown Chicago. Robert McDuffie, a proud member of the black upper middle class, was there for at least a few hours on most days during the racing season, and he always sat in the same section, so he wasn't hard to spot when Rico and Jerry came looking for him. As the horses entered the clubhouse turn, Rico and Jerry approached him from behind, and before he knew they were there, Rico tapped him on the shoulder and said, “Let's go.” Robert didn't bother to ask why. He knew. And he was pretty sure they didn't care whether he saw the end of the race or not. So without a peep, he stood and walked with them to their car like a puppy on a leash.

      When they got there, Robert said, “What about my car?”

      “It's not going anywhere,” Rico said.

      Robert shrugged and they all got in. Their destination was an unassuming ten-story office building a few blocks south of the Loop. Constructed of stone and brick that would have taken an earthquake to dislodge, it was a rock-solid edifice worthy of a place known as the city with broad shoulders. The men rode there in silence while they listened to jazz on the car radio. Robert tried to convince himself that, despite the personal escort, there was no reason to panic, so he closed his eyes and tried to stay calm. The music helped. Soothing sounds from Terence Blanchard's Billie Holiday Songbook filled the car, dampening his fear, and soon he had gone a long way toward persuading himself that everything would be all right.

      They arrived at Frank Litvak's building twenty-five minutes later. His office was on the second floor and they took the stairs like always. It was good exercise. When Litvak saw Robert, he greeted him with a smile and a friendly pat on the back. With that gesture, Robert's remaining apprehension melted and he exhaled audibly. Litvak pretended not to notice and motioned him to have a seat in one of the two high-backed chairs facing Litvak's large, richly appointed mahogany desk that, except for its glass cover, was completely bare. Rico and Jerry relaxed on a polished leather couch behind Robert.

      “So, what do you think of the Cubs' chances this year?” Litvak said after everyone sat down.

      “I don't know. I'm more of a Sox fan,” Robert said, only a tad self-consciously.

      “I can see how you might be,” Litvak said. “The Cubs suck. Always have.” Then, without warning, Litvak's mood changed. He leaned forward and his voice dropped several octaves. “Where's the rest of my money?”

      “Frank, you know I'm good for it and—”

      “Bullshit. Where is it?” He held his meaty hands out, palms up, as though he were waiting for money to fall into them from above.

      For the first time since Rico and Jerry scooped him up from the track, Robert started to sweat.

      “I can get you five thousand this afternoon, but—”

      “Five thousand, my ass,” Litvak said. “You owe me almost fifty and counting.” He was a corpulent yet menacing man with a puffy face, a pink complexion, and an ever-expanding bald spot on the top of his head. He looked like somebody out of the pages of a wrestling magazine from a bygone era; a brawling street fighter who didn't mind drawing blood or kicking his opponent when he was down. Nearing fifty, he still exuded an air of intimidation, born of, ironically, a deep-seated insecurity, which demanded of his underlings both absolute loyalty and maximum obsequiousness.

      “Come on, Frank. You got to give me a little time.” In a matter of seconds Robert's armpits were soaked and beads of perspiration collected above his upper lip.

      Litvak, as mercurial as he was menacing, rubbed his chin and thought for a moment. What the hell. Today was going to be a very good day. Under the circumstances, he could afford to be a little charitable. He leaned back in his chair and clasped his hands across his girth. “Perhaps I was being a little dramatic to make a point. Tell me, how much time do you need?”

      Caught off guard, Robert, the salesman with the velvet tongue, tried to collect his thoughts but no words came. Litvak shrugged, raised his eyebrows, and curled his lips downward. “Well, I'm waiting.”

      “Give me a couple of weeks and I'll have everything I owe you.”

      Litvak leaned forward. “Seriously?”

      He hadn't asked for an explanation but Robert knew he expected one. “I have a buyer for one of the stores… I turned them down, but I know I can get them back on board. They practically begged me to sell it to them.”

      “So why didn't you?”

      “You know how much I love those stores. But if you aren't giving me any choice…”

      Litvak was skeptical. “Which store is it?”

      “The new one, my baby.”

      “How do they think they can make that store pay off when you can't?”

      “Their pockets are a lot deeper than mine. Even with what I got from you, it was never enough to turn things around.”

      Robert lowered his head and rested his chin in his hands. He didn't have a buyer with deep pockets. He didn't even have one with shallow pockets. He had dug a hole for himself and Litvak was standing on his fingers as he tried to pull himself out.

      Litvak heaved a great sigh. “How much time did you say?”

      Robert lifted his head, hopeful. “Let me talk to them. I know they're still interested.”

      “I ask again. How long?”

      “A couple of weeks, but…”

      Litvak was smiling now. Robert had picked the time frame out of thin air, but Litvak intended to hang it around his neck, charitable mood or not. “But what?”

      “It may take a little longer.”

      “You said two weeks.”

      “I know but—”

      “But, nothing. Two weeks.”

      “Sure,” Robert said and sweated a little more. “That sounds good.”

      Litvak stood and pointed to the empty anteroom. “Wait outside a minute while we attend to a little business.”

      When the door closed, Rico said, “By the way, where is Mickey?” Mickey was Litvak's bodyguard. He usually sat in the anteroom with Litvak's secretary, who was at lunch.

      “He had a toothache, so I let him go to the dentist. Don't worry. I still know how to take care of myself.”

      Rico said, “Who's worried?”

      Litvak stood. “Sometimes I wonder.” He faced an oil painting that hung behind his desk. It was a reproduction of Two Girls Lying on the Grass by John Singer Sargent. Other paintings by lesser artists depicting assorted landscapes and still life compositions hung on each of the remaining walls. The Two Girls was special, though, because Litvak's wife had bought it for him. But it was special for another reason: it covered an old-fashioned wall safe.

      “I didn't know they still made those safes,” Jerry said. But Rico knew and he knew the combination, too.

      Litvak rotated the circular dial right, then left, then right again, opened the door, and extracted a pink velvet pouch. He loosened the string at the mouth, turned it over, and allowed its contents to slide into his palm: a necklace with sixteen color-matched rubies, each a prized pigeon-blood red. He held it up to the light from a window, marveled at it a moment, and carefully returned it to the pouch as though it were a delicate flower. He handed it to Rico. “You know what to do with this.”

      Rico slid it into his right front pants pocket, scarcely looking at it.

      His given name was Richard but only a handful of people knew this. Growing up he had been called Rich until some Puerto Rican kids in his neighborhood translated that to Rico. He liked the sound of it and it stuck. Over the years it had become the only name he'd needed.

      “Careful with that,” Litvak added.

      Rico raised an eyebrow but didn't say a word. He glanced at his watch and started for the door. Handsome in a sinister, foreboding way, he had an air of danger that seemed to attract women as much as his rugged good looks did. He was big and solidly built, well over six feet tall with dark, sunken eyes, curly black hair, and a perpetual five o'clock shadow. Jerry, a little shorter and much slenderer, got up to leave with him. He had a pale complexion, sandy brown hair, and wafer-thin lips. No matter the enterprise, he always tried harder than Rico because things never came as naturally to him as they did to Rico. Most of the time Jerry accepted this as a fact of life because dwelling on it only depressed him. He knew he wasn't the man Rico was or wanted him to be, and that wasn't going to change, no matter what he did. So why worry about it? Besides, he could take solace in knowing he wasn't alone. No one else could measure up to Rico either.

      “Wait a minute.” Litvak stopped them. “I almost forgot about our friend Bobby. Give him a ride back to his car.” He yelled in the direction of the anteroom door. “Bobby, get in here.”

      Not certain what Litvak planned for him, Robert had stood near the door the whole time, his ear almost touching it, trying to decipher what was going on inside. He had heard Jerry's remark about the safe (although Jerry hadn't seen it before, Robert had) and Litvak's comment about being careful, so he surmised that Litvak had taken something out—probably something valuable—to be delivered somewhere. When he heard his name, he tiptoed back a few steps from the door before going in.

      “Bobby, I'll see you in two weeks.” Litvak ambled over and stood in front of him, a few feet separating them. His patronizing tone was almost fatherly. “Don't make me come looking for you, okay? I like you, kid. You remind me a little of myself before I smartened up.” Robert flashed the quick smile Litvak expected but his stomach still churned.

      “I thought I knew everything, too. I didn't and, trust me, you don't either. And now, you ask? Well, now is a different story, right guys?”

      Rico and Jerry had been standing at the door patiently waiting for Litvak's lecture to end. Being the good soldier, Jerry looked at Robert and said, “You can take that to the bank.”

      Rico, meanwhile, made brief eye contact with Litvak and started out the door.

      Jerry had felt obliged to deliver the affirmation Litvak's insecurity demanded, but Litvak still needed Rico's endorsement. He repeated, in a tone that didn't so much demand as plead, “Right, Rico?”

      Rico paused and produced a smile that was barely there. “Anything you say.”

      Litvak frowned but the comment would have to do.

      The three men quietly walked out to the stairs and down to the street. Rico turned up his collar against the March chill and handed the pouch to Jerry. “Take this. I'll drive.”

      Jerry looked puzzled but didn't object. He handed the key to Rico and deposited the pouch in his own front pants pocket. Robert reached for the back door.

      “Hold on,” Jerry said. “Get in front. If he's driving, I may as well stretch out.”

      “Don't get too comfortable back there,” Rico said. “We gotta make a stop on the way.”

      Jerry shot him a look of worn exasperation but said nothing. He knew it would do no good.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you guys going to be long?” Robert asked after a few minutes. His wife Evelyn was leaving town with a friend for Honolulu in a few hours, and although they were barely speaking, he didn't want to make matters worse by not seeing her off.

      “Don't worry,” Jerry said. “This won't take long.”

      A half hour later they stopped in front of a four-story apartment building on South Paxton Avenue. The new owners had done an excellent job of rehabbing the place, which, befitting a neighborhood in the midst of gentrification, looked almost new while maintaining the patina of the original grand construction.

      Rico went into the foyer and rang one of the apartments. Someone buzzed him in and he disappeared behind the inner door. A few minutes later he emerged with Jean. Her fiery red hair, blowing freely in the March wind, framed a nearly flawless oval face. While it hardly seemed necessary, it was obvious that she worked at looking good. She wore stiletto heels, a sheer white blouse, a black leather miniskirt, and a matching long leather coat, which hung to her ankles.

      As they approached the car, Jerry got out and greeted her by name. Jean smiled sweetly, like a fairytale princess, Robert thought, and she and Rico got in the back seat. Rico told Robert to keep his eyes facing forward. He obeyed but wondered what the hell was going on.

      From time to time, Rico had Jerry drive him and Jean around the city in the daylight—usually with an unsuspecting passenger in the front seat who was instructed not to turn around—while the couple came as close as possible to having sex without actually having it. This was one of the few expressions of Rico's free spirit that rarely surfaced from below his otherwise gruff exterior. He got a kick out of people passing by and falling dumbstruck at the sight of him and Jean in any state of undress. Equally amusing was the plight of the front seat passenger, aware of what was happening behind him, dying to turn around yet unable to do so.

      Jerry started to drive. “Eyes forward,” he told Robert crisply.

      “Is anything wrong?” Robert asked.

      “Just keep looking straight ahead.”

      Jerry drove on South Paxton until he reached the railroad tracks that ran parallel to East 71st Street. He crossed the tracks and took East 71st toward Lakeshore Drive. There were two lanes of travel in each direction on East 71st Street, and a car occupied by a middle-aged couple pulled alongside them when they stopped at a traffic light. The man in the passenger seat noticed first. His eyes widened and he leaned toward the window to get a better look. Then he tugged on the sleeve of the woman driving the car. She gasped and brought a hand to her mouth. Though visibly appalled, they couldn't help but hold their gaze, mouths agape, at the shameless display taking place in the car next to them.

      Jerry slowly pulled away, enjoying the spectacle, and eventually turned north onto Lakeshore Drive, where what was taking place within the vehicle continued to attract looks of disbelief from passing motorists and their passengers.

      Robert, meanwhile, successfully resisted the urge to look. Once out of the corner of his eye he managed to glimpse Jean's perfectly contoured breasts, barely restrained by her black bra, which Rico worked methodically to free. When a portion of bare thigh flashed in the passenger side-view mirror, he quickly turned his head and forced his eyes forward. Jerry looked over at him and smiled.

      “What's the matter?” Jerry asked.

      “Nothing,” Robert said.

      “No? It looked to me like you'd nearly snapped your neck a second ago, jerking your head around like that.”

      Robert nervously shifted positions in his seat. “Did I?”

      Jerry looked at him with a sideways squint, let the air weigh heavy between them, then delivered his judgment. “You know what I think. I think you were looking back there.” Jerry glanced at the rearview mirror, then flashed a menacing grin. “Yeah, you were taking a peek all right. Didn't I tell you not to do that?”

      “I didn't,” Robert denied quickly, his shoulders suddenly stiff, his hands opened in a plea for mercy.

      Again, Jerry feigned a weighted silence, a pause that had Robert twitching, blinking, and shifting his head from side to side.

      “Okay,” he said, “I'll take your word for it. But don't let me catch you looking back there. Not even once.” He checked the rearview mirror again and smiled. “And that includes me.”

      A few minutes later they were back in front of Jean's apartment building. She and Rico rearranged their clothes and got out of the car. Jean hadn't said a word the whole time. In that respect, Robert thought, she and Rico made a perfect couple. Jerry sent Robert to sit in the back seat and scooted over to the front passenger seat as Rico walked Jean to the door.

      “What was that all about?” Robert asked.

      “What do you mean?” Jerry said.

      “Whatever was happening in the back seat.”

      “Oh, that. Listen, Rico has this thing. He gets a kick out of going at it with Jean in the back seat while I drive them around. Don't let it bother you.”

      “Going at it?”

      “Getting close to doing something. But not quite.”

      “And you're okay with that?” Robert asked, genuinely appalled.

      “I'm used to it,” Jerry said. “Besides, they don't mind.”

      “Sounds sick to me.”

      Jerry laughed. “Sick? Where's your sense of humor?”

      Robert sat back and felt something lodged in the crack between the cushions. He reached behind him and pulled it out. It was the pouch Litvak had entrusted to Rico. He slowly removed its contents. The snippets of conversation he'd heard now made sense. Litvak had removed this from his safe. It looked expensive. But how valuable was it? He looked up. Rico was heading back to the car. He returned the necklace to the pouch and slipped it into his sock.

      When Rico opened the door, Jerry was still laughing. “You told him?” Rico asked.

      Jerry cleared his throat and managed to restrain his laughter. “He said it sounded sick to him.”

      “Nobody's ever said that before,” Rico said.

      His tone was a little too serious for Robert. He quickly explained, “I didn't mean anything by it.”

      “Life's too short,” Rico said. “She has a nice body, doesn't she?”

      “I guess so,” Robert said, hedging his bets.

      “You guess?” Jerry said.

      “Then, yes,” Robert said.

      “She works hard to keep it that way,” Rico said. “No reason to hide it.” He turned to look at Robert. “Right?”

      “No. No reason.” Robert agreed anxiously.

      Rico turned back around and gave Jerry a wink. “Glad we straightened that out.”

      Robert was glad Rico was facing forward again. He couldn't concentrate with Rico looking at him. His mind raced. Was he being a complete idiot to even consider what he was contemplating? He knew he couldn't come up with the money he owed Litvak in two short weeks. He didn't want to think about what Litvak would do then. But he knew that what Litvak would do if he actually stole the necklace would be far worse.

      Then there was the whole idea of taking something that didn't belong to him. He was a lot of things, but he wasn't a thief—yet. But was he really a thief if he stole from an unsavory character like Litvak, a loan shark and probably worse? He convinced himself that he was not.

      Still, it was a gamble. And he was a gambler.

      He had time to pack and make it to the airport. If Evelyn's plane wasn't full… How long would he be gone? He had no idea. Nor any idea what he would do with the contents of the pouch. But now wasn't the time to worry about it. He'd have time to think after the plane took off—assuming Rico and Jerry didn't kill him before he got to the airport. Until now he hadn't entertained that possibility, but suddenly he could focus on nothing else.

      He stared at the bulge in his sock. It wasn't too late to put it back where he'd found it. They'd never know. He perspired heavily. The resolve he'd felt an instant earlier had melted away, and in its place was indecision rapidly morphing into panic. He froze and as he did, the car stopped in front of the racetrack. He didn't move.

      “Get out of the car,” Jerry said without looking back. Still Robert didn't budge. Jerry and Rico both turned around and stared at him. “Hey, you going deaf or something?” Jerry asked. “Get out of the car already.”

      The decision had been made for him. They looked right at him, close enough to touch him. He couldn't return the necklace now even if he wanted to. He could explain finding it in the back seat, but he couldn't explain how it got in his sock.

      “I'm sorry,” Robert said. “I don't know what I was thinking.” He got out of the car and stood transfixed as it sped away. Robotically, he drove home and made his way to his apartment, locked the door behind him, and sank to the floor in a sitting position, his legs stretched outward and his back against the door. Staring at the ceiling like it wasn't there and clutching his chest with both hands, he inhaled deeply and tried in vain to slow the pace of his galloping heart.
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      Their search of Robert's apartment having turned up nothing, Rico and Jerry went back to their car. Rico looked up and shaded his eyes from the sun. It had shone brightly earlier in the day, only to give way later to an angry dark sky, and now it peeked through the clouds and aided by a gentle breeze, warmed the chilly March air. Jerry didn't notice. A chill gripped his body and he shivered as the image of the velvet pouch slipping unnoticed from his pocket flashed across his mind for perhaps the tenth time.

      Rico got behind the wheel. His search for clues to Robert's whereabouts had disclosed that luggage and toiletries were missing. Robert and his wife had gone somewhere. Maybe they were still in town, but his hunch was they had left the city. “I'll check the two stores. You take the college.”

      Jerry looked puzzled, so Rico added, “Where his wife works.”

      “I forgot. What's her name again?”

      “Evelyn.”

      Jerry hesitated a moment. Then he said, “What about Frank?”

      “What about him?” Rico said without a hint of emotion.

      “We gotta break the news, don't we?” Jerry asked, squirming a little in his seat. This was going to be a rough meeting for him, but Rico didn't seem to empathize. “Yeah, we might as well take care of that now,” was all he said.

      They drove in silence. Jerry would have preferred telling Litvak over the phone, but Rico hadn't asked his opinion. He hoped Rico could think of something to make the telling easier. He caught himself reaching in his pocket for a cigarette.

      Rico leaned back without looking at him. “A smoke isn't gonna help. Don't sweat it.”

      Litvak met them at his office door, angrily firing questions. “Where the hell've you been? Lou says you never made it to his place. Is he shittin' me? You left here hours ago!”

      “Can we come in?” Rico asked evenly.

      Litvak made an exaggerated, sweeping gesture with his arm. “Be my guest,” he said. He sat at his desk, Rico and Jerry in the two chairs in front of it.

      “We had a problem,” Rico said.

      “What kind of problem?”

      Jerry summoned all the courage he could command, but his voice still shook. “The guy lifted it.”

      Litvak leaped to his feet, incredulous. “Whoa, whoa, whoa! He what?”

      Jerry straightened his collar and shifted positions in his chair. He looked at Rico and decided to take his medicine. “While we were driving—”

      “While we were driving, the pouch fell out of my pocket,” Rico finished.

      Jerry, both relieved and embarrassed, turned and stared out the window.

      “It came out of my pocket and he got his hands on it before I knew it was gone.”

      “Are you serious?” Litvak almost screamed.

      Rico wasn't sure whether the question was rhetorical, but he answered anyway. “Shit happens.” Jerry looked at Rico, who gave him a comforting wink.

      Litvak was beside himself. He stared at Rico through narrowed eyes. Finally, he sat down, took a deep breath, collected himself, and, in the calmest voice he had used since they arrived, asked, “If you don't mind my asking, where the hell is he now?”

      “We're working on that.”

      Litvak started to lose control again. “What are you telling me here? Where is he?”

      “We're working on it.”

      “I heard you the first time,” Litvak said, derisively enough to convince himself he was still in charge. He puffed himself up a bit more. “So, if it's not asking too much, start at the beginning. Tell me what happened.”

      Rico told him, leaving out the part about handing the pouch off to Jerry, but including his escapade with Jean in the back seat of the car.

      When he came to that part, Litvak mumbled, “Jesus Christ, Jesus Christ,” and shook his head. “Are you positive she doesn't know anything?”

      “If she knew, she'd have talked.”

      “You sure?”

      “Positive.”

      “So you think he left town?”

      “From what I saw in his apartment, that's what it looks like.”

      “Did you try his cell?”

      “Why? Would you answer?”

      Litvak glared.

      “Let's say he answered,” Rico said. “Let's say he didn't. Either way a call would spook him. I don't want him to know we know.”

      “He's not that stupid! He knows.”

      “He may think he knows, but he's not sure. Call him and he's sure. I say let him sweat.”

      “This is your problem. I don't care how you do it. Just get it back.” He started to add, “or else,” but decided it wasn't necessary—yet. It wasn't like Rico to be so careless. That bothered Litvak, but the truth was he would have been a lot more concerned if the necklace had slipped out of Jerry's pocket. Fortunately, Rico was the one who lost it, and because it was him, Litvak knew that he would do anything to get it back, even if it meant going to Timbuktu to do it. It was a matter of professional pride and he had that in spades.

      Rico stood and Jerry followed suit. “Let's go. The man wants his property back.”
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      Ordinarily when Rico and Jerry worked together, they were a team. Rico did the talking—assuming talking was necessary—and Jerry stayed in the background to act as a lookout and to provide additional muscle in case of surprises. But sometimes circumstances dictated that they alter that routine. They had split up earlier that day because they knew one of two people had taken the necklace, and they needed to identify that person as soon as possible. It didn't take two people to pay a visit to either Robert or his wife because neither of them was going to put up a fight. The same logic applied to the task at hand, so Rico decided that Jerry would focus on Evelyn and he would focus on Robert. He broke the news to Jerry on the sidewalk outside Litvak's building.

      Jerry was nervous. He could strong-arm a deadbeat with the best of them, but this was different. It required people skills he didn't have. He stood with both hands in his pants pockets, shoulders hunched forward, eyes sheepishly on the ground. “You sure you want me to handle this?”

      “I wouldn't've asked you if I wasn't sure.”

      Jerry raised his eyes. “You know I'm not the best at this kind of thing.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      He knew the answer to his next question but he asked it anyway. “This is a black lady, right?”

      “Right.”

      “So won't it look funny—me coming in and asking about her, I mean?”

      “Listen, I need you to do this,” Rico said. “So suck it up.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I say so.”

      Rico dropped Jerry off at his car and Jerry went directly to the college where Evelyn worked. Even after Rico's pep talk, if you could call it a pep talk, he had still wanted to beg off. But after Rico took the fall for him with Litvak, he owed it to him to do his part to make things right. He just hoped he wouldn't screw things up and make matters worse, if indeed that was possible.

      Jerry steeled himself and walked into the main office as casually as possible. The administrative secretary, a pretty young black woman, sat behind a metal desk facing the door.

      “Hi,” Jerry said. “I wonder if you could help me.”

      “I'll try,” the secretary said.

      “I'm trying to locate one of your professors, Evelyn Rogers.”

      To Jerry's immense relief, the secretary didn't give him a second look. She entered Evelyn's name in the computer on her desk and pulled it up on her screen.

      “Evelyn Rogers,” she said, repeating the name to herself. She didn't ask for any additional information, but Jerry was so anxious that he volunteered more.

      “I'm a friend of a friend visiting from out of town on business. I didn't call ahead of time because I wasn't sure about my schedule. But we finished early and I couldn't… I couldn't reach her at home or… or on her cell, so I thought I'd try her here since my meeting was just around the block.”

      With a couple of minor glitches, it came out just as he had rehearsed it twenty or thirty times during the drive there. It didn't matter that he hadn't stopped to catch his breath or that his explanation sounded like a mini speech. The important thing was that he got it out. Now he just hoped she wouldn't ask him any follow-up questions, like what business he was in, the name of his company, or how his friend came to know Evelyn, because, with that speech, his mind had reached its capacity to memorize, and he doubted that he could ad lib.

      He was lucky. The secretary was new in her position. Friendly and garrulous, she'd never heard the wartime expression “loose lips sink ships” or any contemporary analogue thereof.

      “So how do you like our fair city, Mr.…?”

      “Uh, Jones.”

      “How do you like our city, Mr. Jones?”

      “Oh, I like it a lot.”

      “Where are you from, Mr. Jones?”

      “Uh, Philadelphia.”

      “I really like Philadelphia. I have relatives there. You don't know any Hendersons, do you?”

      “No, I don't.”

      “What part of town do you live in?”

      Shit, Jerry said to himself. He had never been to Philadelphia and knew nothing about its neighborhoods.

      “Well…” he began.

      “Oh, listen to me, going on and on and wasting your time. Evelyn is out for a week, and come to think of it, somebody told me she was going to Honolulu for a second honeymoon. I'm sure she'll be upset that she missed you. But I know she'd rather be in Honolulu, wouldn't you?”

      “I sure would,” Jerry said with a sigh.

      “I'm sorry I don't know what hotel she's staying at. Should I leave a note for her that you stopped by?”

      “No, don't bother. I'll see her next time, but thanks anyway.” Ecstatic, he left the building humming. That wasn't so bad. He had to resist the urge to jump in the air and click his heels together. When he called Rico on his cell, he hoped for a pat on the back, but he didn't expect it and Rico didn't surprise him.

      “We can't wait a week. Let me see what I can find out on this end.” Rico had a longer drive and had just arrived at Robert's original store. He sat in his car not yet sure what he'd say. After a couple of minutes, he went in and asked for the manager.

      “Hi. Walt Montgomery.” Rico extended his hand.

      The manager, a middle-aged black man, shook it and smiled. “Hello. Sylvester Littlefield. How can I help you?”

      “I'm an old friend of Robert's.” No reaction. Did the manager know anything about Robert's childhood? Rico didn't. What if he grew up in an all-black neighborhood and this guy knows it? He probably knows less about Evelyn's background than Robert's. He took a chance. “And Evelyn, too. She and I were kids together. I'm sure Robert never mentioned me. Till a few days ago I hadn't talked to either of them in years.”

      “I see,” Littlefield said, somewhat skeptically.

      Not great, but okay. “I bumped into Evelyn downtown a few days ago and she mentioned the second honeymoon in Honolulu. Boy, she and Robert are gonna love it over there.”

      “A few days ago? I guess she knows him better than he knows himself. He just decided to go today.”

      Shit! That was close. “Well, you know how he is. She told me she was going to have to work on him.”

      Littlefield let his guard down a little. “Well, she succeeded.”

      “Listen, she mentioned the name of the hotel and I forgot it just like that.”

      “Why don't you call him on his cell?”

      “Truth is, by a strange coincidence I have to fly there today and I want to surprise them. Of course, I wouldn't want to horn in on the honeymoon. Maybe lunch or something.”

      Littlefield hesitated. “Quite a coincidence, all right—Honolulu, I mean.”

      “Yeah, my company does a lot of business there.”

      “And what kind of business would that be?”

      Rico didn't miss a beat. “Import/export.” He smiled confidently.

      “I see.” The manager looked uncertain.

      Rico wondered whether he'd laid it on too thick. He casually looked around to see how many people were in the store. One customer and two other employees. This wasn't the kind of situation where you took a guy out or even roughed him up unless you had to. Littlefield was a minor player in this drama. Rico didn't have to go through him to get to Robert. That would create a lot of complications he didn't need, including tipping Robert off. Going around him made more sense. It'd be tricky but not impossible. He'd have to use his head rather than his .45, which he preferred. Let's try it again. He turned back to Littlefield and renewed his smile.

      “Excuse me,” Littlefield said unexpectedly. “What did you say your name was again?”

      “Walt. Walt Montgomery.”

      He said he and Evelyn knew each other as kids, Littlefield thought, and he knows about the store and the second honeymoon, so he's not a perfect stranger. Still, something seems a little out of place but I can't put my finger on it. Of course, I could call Robert, but that'd spoil this guy's surprise.

      He already knows they're in Honolulu. What possible harm could come from telling him the name of the hotel? He had to make a command decision.

      “Mr. Montgomery, follow me and I'll give you the number and the name of the hotel.”

      “Thanks a lot,” Rico said, all easy charm. “And remember. If you talk to him before I do—”

      “Not a word. And tell him not to worry. I'll hold down the fort.”

      “I sure will.”
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      After touching base with Litvak, Rico checked on flights to Honolulu. There were two that afternoon. He decided to take the later one so he could spend a couple of hours with Jean. It never occurred to him that she might not let him in. Sure, she might be a little reluctant, but in the end, she would come around.

      First, he went to his apartment and packed clothes for a few days. When he got to Jean's building, some kids were leaving and he managed to catch the inner door. I wonder where Henry is? he thought, smiling slyly as it shut behind him.

      At Jean's door he raised his fist to knock but heard voices inside. Should've called. He turned to walk away but stopped himself. “What the hell.” He knocked. Jean saw him through the peephole and opened the door halfway. She wore an oversized T-shirt and nothing else.

      “Can I come in?” He shifted his gaze up and down to the areas on the T-shirt that would have covered her undergarments, if she had been wearing any.

      “I'm kinda busy right now,” she replied, barely a decibel above a whisper.

      Rico wondered whether she was still upset. “I should've called, but I'm leaving town in a couple of hours and I thought—”

      “Who is it?” a man's voice bellowed from the bedroom. It sounded like someone in a big hurry and anxious to get started.

      “Just a guy,” she answered quickly. “He's leaving.” She tried to hide the edge to her voice. Her eyes pleaded with Rico to leave.

      The anxiety in her eyes didn't immediately register. Rico sighed heavily, disappointed but not angry. At least she didn't bring up the razor. He'd taken a chance by not calling. If she was busy with a client, so be it. It was just rotten luck. But you couldn't blame a guy for trying. A wink and a smile let her know he understood.

      He turned to leave again but the voice from the bedroom, angry and insistent, stopped him cold. “I thought you said he was leaving.”

      She turned her head toward it to answer. “He is,” she called. She had successfully masked the edge in her voice, but it was replaced by a plaintive tone that worried Rico. She smiled sadly at him. “Thanks,” she said softly. “I'll see you when you get back, okay?”

      Rico didn't get a chance to answer.

      “If he's leaving, tell him to hurry the fuck up before I kick his ass—and yours.”

      Rico tightened his jaw. Jean knew what his expression meant. “Forget it. It's all talk,” she said.

      He knew how he felt and doubted anything she could say could change his mind, but he asked anyway. “Are you sure you're okay with this?”

      “Yes, I'm sure. Really.”

      But the man continued his rant. “Don't make me come in there!”

      Rico opened the door, causing Jean to take a step back. He leaned and whispered in her ear, “Maybe I better make sure.”

      She didn't bother trying to dissuade him. She closed her eyes, lowered her head, and slowly shook it resignedly from side to side, then slumped wearily onto the sofa. Rico closed the door behind him hard enough for the sound to travel to the bedroom, where the man jumped out of bed and pulled his pants on. Bare-chested, he marched into the living room. When he was about ten feet from Rico, Rico stopped his advance with a wave of his hand.

      In his early thirties, a few years younger than Rico, the man had a rapidly receding hairline and a ruddy complexion. He stood about five feet ten, was well built, and weighed maybe two hundred and fifty pounds. And he looked like he knew his way around. Rico was taller and a few pounds lighter, but his physique, while not as massive, was no less impressive.

      “What's your name, big man?”

      He glowered at Rico, nostrils flaring. “Who the fuck are you to ask me who I am?”

      “Her priest.” The words came out neutral, almost friendly.

      “Kiss my ass!”

      Rico glanced at Jean, who had closed her eyes and turned off her emotions, dreading the worst. “Jean, what's his name?”

      She opened her eyes as though awakening from a slumber, but the man broke in, spitting his words out. “Hey, smart ass, talk to me, not her.” He thumped his index finger against his chest.

      “Okay, I will. But you don't seem to want to answer a simple question.”

      “What the fuck do you care what my name is?”

      True to his philosophy, Rico had tried to defuse the situation. But that hadn't worked and clearly only one thing would. He advanced to within arm's length of the man, who stood his ground. “I don't care really. But I like to know a man's name before I put my foot up his ass. Christ, we could be cousins.” Rico smiled faintly, satisfied that he'd pushed the right button.

      The man's eyes opened wide. “You lousy motherfucker,” he said between clenched teeth as he reached for a .38 he had tucked in his waistband behind him. Before he could extract it, Rico grasped the man's arm, pinning it behind him, and spun him around. He anchored his right forearm under the man's chin, and with his left hand he forced the man's right arm up until the gun dropped to the floor. Struggling in vain to free himself, the man grimaced and grunted. Rico thrust the arm upward until he fractured first his elbow and then his shoulder. The man shrieked in pain. Hearing the bones crack, Jean covered her face in her hands.

      Rico released his arm, which hung lifelessly from his shoulder. “Are we done?” he asked impassively. What if the man said yes? Although he had offered him a truce, it didn't make sense for him to leave there alive.

      It didn't matter. The man twisted his head around as far as he could and spat. “Kiss my ass, mister motherfucker. You think this is over?”

      Rico sighed. Propping him up to prevent him from collapsing, he jammed his left forearm under the man's chin and took hold of his own right biceps with his left hand. He quickly wrapped his right hand around the back of the man's head, forced it down hard toward his chest. The man lifted his good arm and tried in vain to free Rico's grip. Then he squatted and thrust his hips into Rico's midsection, but Rico relaxed his body and shifted backward, absorbing the force of the movement while maintaining his hold on the man's neck and head. Next Rico jerked the man's body upward and backward so that only his heels touched the floor. He tightened his grip and held the man's chin against his own forearm until, a few seconds later, the man stopped struggling. His legs went limp, his arms dangled lifelessly at his sides, and his breathing ceased.

      Rico released his grip, stepped back, and let the man's body crumple to the floor. Then he strode to the bathroom and washed his hands.

      “What was his name?” Rico asked, reentering the room.

      “Is that all you have to say?” Jean asked, horrified. Her arms were wrapped around her knees, which she'd drawn up to her chest.

      “For starters,” he replied, a little surprised she was so upset, “if you don't know who a man is, you can't protect yourself.”

      “Protect yourself? He's dead,” she said angrily.

      “I'll let you figure that one out.” He bent over the body and removed the man's wallet from his back pocket. He took a mental picture of the driver's license and leafed through the rest of the contents. He had a little over a thousand dollars in hundreds, fifties, and twenties.

      Jean was still shaken. “Why did you have to kill him?” She started to cry.

      To him it was a rhetorical question. He opened the wallet so she could see the cash from where she sat on the other side of the room. “Any of this belong to you?”

      She didn't answer. He dropped the wallet and strolled over to stand in front of her. He explained things in a measured cadence, the way a teacher might to a class having difficulty with a concept he'd explained a dozen times before. “He tried to cap me a minute ago just because he was in a hurry. No way did he deserve to leave here in one piece. But I gave him a shot. He didn't take it.”

      “I don't care. You didn't have to—”

      “Yes, I did, sweetheart.” The uncharacteristically hard edge in his voice startled her. She straightened up and stared at him. Having achieved the desired effect, Rico dialed it back a notch. “I didn't need to be looking over my shoulder every day, waiting for him to show up and take another crack at me. I already have enough reasons to watch my back because of shit I can't control. Him I could control.”

      She wiped away her tears, loath to admit that she could see his point of view, but the idea ultimately overcame the horror and pity that had fought against it. His world was full of violent people, and he survived by knowing how to navigate it. Moreover, he was as violent as the people around him, violent enough to have come close to slashing her face with a razor. How close she'd never know. By now she'd almost convinced herself he wouldn't have done it, but if she was so sure, why, she wondered, had she fainted?

      The truth was that she could never be absolutely certain what was in Rico's mind. Yet, as a flower is drawn to the sun, she was drawn to him by a force she could neither explain nor control. Perhaps more importantly, she knew that in his own way, he was drawn to her as strongly as she was to him. Of that she was certain. How else could she justify her fealty to him, he who dismissed as “just business” an accusation that she was a common thief and, for good measure, threatened to mutilate her?

      When she looked at Rico, he thought he read the look of quiet resignation in her eyes perfectly. He smiled and slyly glanced toward the bedroom. “Like I said, I'm leaving town for a few days and I thought—”

      “No!” She felt repulsed.

      “Why not?” he answered, genuinely surprised.

      “Because it's sick. There's a dead man here, not even cold! Ten minutes ago he was in the same bed you want to take me to now. I don't even know if I can live here now.”

      He looked embarrassed. Can't blame a guy for trying. “You win. I'll call Jerry and have some people come over and get rid of this stiff. You want to take a ride with me till they finish?”

      She looked at him with renewed astonishment.

      “No, not that. Just a ride.”

      She nodded.

      “On second thought, maybe we'll walk. Why don't you put something on while I call? Who was that guy, anyway?”

      “Nobody,” she said glumly and went into the bedroom to change.

      They took a short walk while Jerry and two other men stuffed the body in a huge trunk, carried it out of the building, and loaded it into a van. When Rico and Jean returned, Jerry met them on the sidewalk outside the building. The other two men were in the van. Jerry pulled Rico aside.

      “Can I borrow a C-note? I'm a little short and I got to make a run in a little while.”

      Rico reached in his pocket for a roll of bills and peeled two off. “Two fifties okay?”

      When Jerry nodded and held out his hand, Rico noticed the ring on his middle finger, too big even for that one. The huge diamond setting made it look even bigger. Jerry rapidly thrust the money and his hand in his pocket.

      “That ring looks familiar,” Rico said casually.

      “I took it off the stiff. You left it, so I didn't think you'd mind.”

      “I left it for a reason.”

      “Damn it, Rico. That ring has got to be worth nine or ten grand.”

      “You think I don't know that?”

      “Yeah, but goddamn it. I hate to dump that kinda money in the river. It don't make sense.”

      “Get rid of it, Jerry. It's not worth it.”

      “Okay. I want to impress a lady friend of mine. After that, it's history. Scout's honor.”

      Jerry was always trying to impress someone. His father was a football fanatic, which worked out well for Jerry's three older brothers but not so well for him. His brothers all played football in high school and went to college on athletic scholarships. Jerry was no runt, but he lacked the size and agility of his brothers. While his father was cheering them on, Jerry was getting himself kicked out of school over and over for fighting. A psychologist would have called it overcompensation, but his father was not impressed, and throughout Jerry's teenage years, the distance between them grew ever wider. He died when Jerry was nineteen.

      Jerry's mother was not so distant, but she was incapable of grasping the connection between his rebelliousness and his rocky relationship with his father. She couldn't fill the hole her husband had created, because she didn't even know it existed. But Jerry still tried to impress her, showering her with gifts she knew were the fruit of his criminal activities—gifts she stored in the closet or the basement unless she knew he was coming to visit.

      Jerry knew what his mother was doing, but he kept on trying to impress her, the same way he tried to impress girlfriends and people like Rico and Litvak.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SEVEN


          

        

      

    

    
      Evelyn McDuffie was an only child whose strict African American parents, both architects, poured their dreams into her and insisted she get an “A”—in every subject and in every endeavor. That required discipline and rules, many of which she chafed at but quietly followed throughout high school. By the time she started college she was ready to break free, especially from the rule preventing her from dating boys of a certain type. The type Robert personified.

      Robert was everything her parents had dreaded; the glib hustler with the polished veneer. Possessed of less-than-average looks and unimpressive intelligence, he more than compensated for these deficiencies with enormous charm, a sparkling personality, and an easy confidence that attracted women like picnics attract ants. Evelyn fell under his spell.

      The first time he saw her she was riding her bike from the library to her dorm. Bikes were popular on campus, in part because students couldn't bring cars to school unless they could demonstrate a “legitimate need.” Robert didn't buy a bike because he thought riding one around campus was beneath him. Always a hard worker, he already had a part-time job and another lined up for the summer, and he planned to get a car as soon as he could come up with an excuse that would qualify as a legitimate need.

      Evelyn was riding in the street as Robert walked along the sidewalk in the same direction. He looked over his shoulder when he heard her approaching. He stopped and stared as she pedaled by, barely noticing him. It was a mild September day and she was wearing shorts, sandals, and a loosely fitting short-sleeved sweatshirt. Robert liked what he saw and immediately trotted after her.

      “Hey, wait up,” he shouted when he was a few yards behind her.

      She coasted to a stop and turned to face him. “Is anything wrong?”

      He smiled broadly. “No, I just need a lift.”

      She didn't return the smile. “What?”

      He walked closer until he was standing next to her with only a few feet separating them. “I just thought that since we're going in the same direction and you're riding, and I'm walking, you might want to give me a ride.”

      “That's some line,” she said, smiling now.

      “It's not a line. I really mean it.”

      “Well, as you can see, there's no place for you to ride.”

      “Yes, there is. I'll sit in your seat and you can ride on the handlebars. I promise I won't ride over any potholes.”

      “I don't think so,” she said.

      “Then I'll ride on the handlebars.”

      “You don't give up, do you?”

      “Not when I really want something.”

      “And what do you want?”

      “Let's start with your name.” She told him and he told her his. Then he asked, “Why haven't I seen you before now?”

      “Maybe you have and just didn't notice.”

      He took a step backward, folded his arms in front of him, shook his head, and gazed at her admiringly. “Uh, uh. You, I never would have forgotten.”

      That brought another smile to her face.

      She had always been beautiful in an effortless way. She knew it but didn't flaunt it. Her honey-brown complexion was flawless, her body svelte, taut, and nearly perfectly proportioned. When she walked into a room, heads turned. She didn't invite the attention but accepted it naturally, like the change of seasons. She happened to be attractive, and attractive women produce predictable reactions—in men particularly, but in women as well. That was a mere fact of life, and that was the way she looked at it.

      They married shortly after college and almost from the beginning they were on different wavelengths. She could have seen what was coming if she hadn't been so consumed with rebelling against her parents. They had met Robert and had talked to him at length on several occasions. He didn't impress them. First, he hadn't been a serious student. Second, while he was ambitious, he lacked discipline and focus. For instance, he let them know his chief goal in life was to make a lot of money, but he couldn't explain to them how he intended to do it. Finally, although they could point to no concrete evidence, both parents had the distinct impression that Robert fancied himself a ladies' man.

      After they announced their engagement, Evelyn's mother tried to talk her out of the marriage.

      “You don't know him the way I do, Mom,” Evelyn protested.

      “Evelyn, I wish you knew how many daughters told their mothers exactly what you're telling me now and regretted it later.”

      “Mom, I know you and Dad want him to be perfect just like you always wanted me to be perfect. Well, I'm sorry. He's not perfect and neither am I.”

      “Maybe we did push you a little harder than we should have. But I think you turned out okay, don't you?”

      “I appreciate everything you and Dad did for me. But this is one decision you'll have to let me make for myself.”

      “Yes, you're right. It is your decision. I'm just sorry I can't change your mind.”

      “Mom, you'll see. Everything will work out fine, because Robert and I love each other and that's what's important.”

      “I wish that were enough. A lot of wives go into a marriage thinking they can change their husbands, but you'll find out it's much harder than you think.”

      Her mother was right. It was much harder than she thought.

      For the first few years the couple's differences were masked, for the most part, by their hectic lives. Evelyn got her PhD and taught math at a local college in Chicago. Robert buckled down and used his charm to borrow more money than they could afford in order to buy a large appliance store.

      He was busy with the store sometimes twelve to fourteen hours a day and constantly talked about expanding the business. He had become a solid member of the black middle class but wasn't content to remain there. Despite the challenges, he was determined to go further. It was difficult to keep good employees. When a salesperson quit or was fired Robert had to fill in until he found a replacement. Yet he couldn't wait to buy another store.

      Evelyn had no interest whatsoever in acquiring more stores. She thought Robert had his hands full with one. They fought constantly, but eventually he prevailed and bought another, larger than the first.

      Robert had always gambled, mostly at racetracks, but never so much that he had to borrow money to pay his losses. During one of his forays at the track he met Frank Litvak. Recognizing people who were drowning in debt and needed to borrow more to stay afloat was Litvak's business, and the racetrack, where he spent a lot of time anyway, was a good place to look. He had spotted Robert at the track quite a few times before he approached him. Robert was always well dressed, usually in a suit and tie, and looked the part of a successful businessman. When he lost, which was often, even a casual observer could tell. Sometimes he seemed paralyzed by a loss and for several minutes sat perfectly still, staring straight ahead into nothingness, more zombie than man. Other times he'd pound the armrests of his chair with the heels of his fists and curse to himself under his breath. After observing one such reaction, Litvak casually walked over and started a conversation.

      “Mind if I sit?”

      “Be my guest.”

      “Rough day?”

      “You could say so.”

      Litvak extended his hand. “Frank Litvak.” Robert shook Litvak's hand and introduced himself.

      “I'm here a lot. Looks like you are, too,” Litvak said.

      “I like the ponies.”

      “So, Robert, mind if I ask what business you're in?”

      “I own a couple of appliance stores.”

      “Business good?”

      “I do all right. You?”

      “I'm in the carpet cleaning business. And I have some other things on the side.”

      “Like what?”

      “Well, one of them is lending people money when they're tapped out at the bank.”

      Robert's ears perked up but he answered casually. “No kidding.”

      Litvak didn't press. If Robert was interested, he'd take the bait. “You have any carpets that need cleaning?”

      “No, mostly hardwood,” Robert said.

      Litvak handed Robert a card. “In case you know anybody who needs their carpets cleaned.”

      Robert looked at the card and turned it over. “It doesn't say anything about your other business.”

      “Like I said, I do that on the side, mostly for friends and people they recommend. That kind of thing.”

      “How much money are we talking?”

      Bait taken. “How much do you need?”

      “I didn't say I needed any. I'm just curious.”

      “Let's just say my carpet cleaning business is very successful, which gives me a lot of room to do these other things.” Litvak stood. “You need anything, you come and see me.”

      At the peak of the housing crash brought on by the Wall Street speculators, credit dried up for even the most credit-worthy institutions. So it was no surprise that Robert had trouble getting a conventional loan to cover initial operating costs at the second store, as well as the unanticipated expenses at the original store brought on by the recession. He held on to Litvak's card for months before finally contacting him. Rather than cutting back on his gambling, or reducing unnecessary expenses at his stores, or simply waiting it out until the markets eased, he instead foolishly borrowed thousands of dollars from Litvak to bridge a gap in his financing. His supreme confidence got him into trouble. With mounting interest, the initial outlay had grown to over ninety thousand dollars. The original store was doing well. Once the second was up and running he was sure he could repay Litvak without difficulty, even taking into account the unconscionable interest rate. This was his rationale for not telling Evelyn in the beginning about Litvak's involvement.

      In short order the second store became even more profitable than he'd predicted. Litvak received regular payments and just as regularly, in conversations with Evelyn, Robert complimented himself on his foresight. But the new store meant more time away from home and more pressure. As Robert became even busier, their differences—like Evelyn's desire to start a family and Robert's resistance to the idea—erupted into the open.

      One night when Robert got home after a long day at the stores, Evelyn greeted him at the door with a glass of wine. “How was your day?”

      “Hectic, but I love it. I really do. Things are finally turning around.”

      He sat on the sofa. She poured herself a glass of wine and sat beside him. “I'm glad,” she said. “When do you think things will settle down?”

      “I don't know. But I'm close.”

      “Can we talk?”

      “Sure, what's on your mind?”

      “Us. I know you've been busy at the stores—busier than usual—but it seems like you've been busier than anyone should have to be almost from the day we bought the first one. It's like your whole life is tied up in those stores. Meanwhile, we hardly see each other.”

      “I know it seems like that,” Robert consoled, “but things will definitely change. It's just going to take a while, that's all. After that, it'll be smooth sailing. I promise.”

      “Robert, that's a familiar story,” she said with sudden irritation.

      “I don't know what you're getting so upset about. This is for both of us. I'm just asking for a little patience. Which I'd expect you to give me. Remember, you didn't think I could pull this off and I have.”

      In fact, Evelyn was impressed—and contrite. Robert had complained about her lack of support and faith in him, and now she had to acknowledge that he'd been right. Maybe, she thought, she'd been too hard on him in other ways. Yes, he was a dreamer, but sometimes dreams came true.

      “And I'm happy for you,” she conceded.

      “Me? Just me?”

      “Us, then.”

      “See, that's what I mean.”

      “I said 'you' because I don't need all the extra money you're trying to accumulate. We don't need it.”

      “Then what about our family?”

      “Are you just saying that to get me to stop complaining?”

      “Of course not.”

      “You know we've talked about this before and you keep putting me off.”

      “I'm not putting you off now. I'm serious. I want a family just as much as you do. But I need you to wait until I get past this rough patch. We're almost there. I can feel it.”

      Evelyn didn't believe him but she let it go for the time being.

      And Robert kept on working late.
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        * * *

      

      Then the bottom fell out. Big box stores, operated by national chains with limitless resources and deeply discounted prices, came in waves—first blanketing the community around Robert's new store, then the old one. Robert couldn't compete.

      The pressure became enormous. He drank more than usual and more often. He wasn't a happy drunk and when he'd had too much, his frustration spilled out of him in an angry torrent of false bravado. More than once in one bar or another he narrowly escaped getting his head handed to him because of some stupid comment bathed in liquor.

      He also gambled more and more, and usually lost. Then he needed even more money, requiring more dealings with Litvak, who happily fed his habit. Before the crisis hit, he had reduced the ninety thousand he owed Litvak down to twenty. Now it had inched back up to fifty and he couldn't seem to keep it from going higher.

      Until this juncture, Robert had been unfaithful only infrequently. He had never been a saint where other women were concerned, but he had managed to restrain his appetite. Now that changed, too.

      Evelyn bit her tongue for as long as she could, but when she finally spoke, it was to give their marriage one last chance. Her friend Rachel Gatlin visited an exotic place almost every year because a relative in the travel industry got her discounted tickets. Evelyn had been trying to convince Robert to go for the last two years. Now she insisted. If there was any chance of putting some spark back in their relationship, this might do it. One day in September she called Rachel, got details about trips in March, and made the necessary reservations without clearing it with Robert.

      When she discussed it with him, he resisted. He was still hoping against hope to turn the stores around. “Who would look after them while I’m away?” he countered. It was a thin argument. He had a perfectly competent sales manager. And things couldn't get much worse in a single week. One day in mid-February, as they sat down to breakfast, matters came to a head.

      “Robert, you still haven't said you're coming with me. Things can't go on like this much longer,” Evelyn pleaded. “We need to get away and talk.”

      “Why can't we talk here?”

      “We've tried to. We need a change. This can be like a second honeymoon.”

      “Okay. I'll think about it. But I need a few months to get things in order.” He was trying to buy time, something that came naturally to him.

      “No!” she retorted. “You know I've already made reservations. We're going in March or I'm going alone. If you want this marriage to work, you have to stop thinking so much about those stores and start thinking about us. It's March or not at all.”

      That was the excuse he needed. He wouldn't be given an ultimatum. “Well, I guess it's not at all.” Evelyn rose from the kitchen table, went to their bedroom, and started to pack. Robert looked on in amazement.

      Their marriage limped along after that. Uncharacteristically for Evelyn, she made good on her defiant threat to go without him. When she asked Rachel to take his place her friend initially declined, protesting that she didn't want to get in the middle of a marital squabble. But after some cajoling, and Evelyn's promise not to cramp Rachel's style by acting like an old married lady, she was able to change her mind.

      Although her marriage was in ruins, Evelyn was in heaven.
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      Robert left the foyer of his apartment building, suitcase in hand, eyes searching frantically in both directions for a cab. He had been lucky. He had gone online and booked one of the three remaining seats on the flight to Honolulu. He had even found a room at the hotel where Evelyn was staying.

      It was a slow day for cabs. Usually he waited a minute or two. After five minutes he got nervous. He was about to call on his cell when one pulled up. He leapt in, settled back in the seat, and closed his eyes. The feeling of relief washing over him was almost surreal, and for the first time since the necklace found its way into his grasp, he relaxed.

      A mere four minutes after the taxi departed, Jerry showed up at the apartment building, missing his prey by the slimmest of margins.

      While he hastily packed, he phoned his head store manager and talked longer than he wanted to. After that he didn't dare spend one minute more in the apartment than necessary. He planned to call Evelyn from the taxi as soon as his head cleared.

      Now the old juices started flowing and he concocted the broad outlines of a story in moments. The truth was that until that instant he still hadn't figured out what to do or what to tell Evelyn. She was sitting in the boarding area talking to Rachel when he punched in her number. When she answered, he preempted the question he knew she would ask.

      “I know you're wondering why I'm calling now, when I didn't bother to show up to see you off, but please hear me out because I have a good reason.” She said nothing, so he continued. “Actually, I have two reasons; that is, I have two surprises for you.”

      “Get to the point, Robert,” she said icily.

      “Give me a chance to explain, okay? The first surprise is that I bought something for you—something you won't believe.”

      “Robert, as much as you need money right now, you shouldn't—”

      “Don't worry. I won some money at the track. A lot of it.”

      “Are you kidding?” She sounded exasperated.

      “Can't I buy something nice for my wife if I want to?”

      “I give up.” Evelyn shook her head in exasperation.

      “Don't you want to hear about the second surprise?” She sighed. “Such enthusiasm! The second surprise is I'm on my way to the airport now. I'm coming with you.”

      “You're what?!”

      “I said I'm coming with you. Don't you want me to? I mean, this was your idea and now you're upset with me after I pulled all these strings to get away and surprise you at the last minute. You know how tough things are at the stores now.”

      “Yes, I wanted you to come—six weeks ago or even two weeks ago. But now I've made other plans.”

      “Rachel is a good kid. She'll understand.”

      “Maybe she would, but why should she have to?”

      “Fine. Be like that if you want to,” he said in his best imitation of a rejected lover. “I have a seat on the plane and my own room at your hotel. I'll have to convince you I'm being straight with you.”

      “It's a free country,” she said, and disconnected.

      Evelyn hadn't bothered to disguise her conversation with Robert, and Rachel had been listening intently. As soon as Evelyn disconnected, she asked expectantly, “So, what's the deal?”

      “He's invited himself along.” Evelyn said the words robotically, as if she'd fallen into a trance. “He's on his way here now, and he has a room at the hotel.”

      “Would you like me to switch with him?”

      Suddenly, Evelyn's anger returned. “No way,” she snapped. “He can stay in his own damn room. Maybe that'll teach him a lesson.”

      “Slow down. I was trying to help.”

      “I'm sorry, Rachel. I don't mean to take it out on you. Sometimes, that man…”

      “It's okay,” Rachel said, putting her arm around Evelyn's shoulder. “We'll play it by ear.”

      Rachel and Evelyn were more than acquaintances but they weren't best friends, which was why Evelyn wasn't surprised when she had to coax Rachel into going in the first place. She had backed herself into a corner with Robert by insisting that she would make the trip with or without him, but she preferred not to go alone. None of her closer friends could get away, and Rachel knew the islands and had the right travel connections.

      Evelyn had always viewed Rachel as a bit of an enigma. They met at the college where they both taught. Rachel was more gregarious. She dated a lot, and each time it seemed to be a different guy. Occasionally she would double date with Robert and Evelyn. Everyone got along well enough, but it always struck Evelyn that something about Rachel was hidden right below the surface, something that made it difficult to get to know her well.

      She had a restlessness about her. She was constantly on the go and not nearly as dedicated to her job as Evelyn was. She had been working on a PhD in history for ages, but recently she'd confessed to Evelyn that she was merely going through the motions and never expected to finish it. For that matter, she didn't expect to be at her current job much longer either. Although she wasn't sure what she was going to do, the uncertainty didn't seem to trouble her. It would have driven Evelyn to distraction.

      Thinking about Robert now—the enormous disappointment he had become and the terrible angst he had brought to their lives—Evelyn wondered whether just maybe Rachel, and not she, had the right outlook on life.
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      The plane touched down in Honolulu without incident. Robert's seat was several rows behind his wife's, making it convenient for her not to speak to him. She didn't know it but that suited his plans, since he was still perfecting the pitch he'd deliver to her when they reached the hotel. When she passed him on the way to the bathroom she looked straight ahead, and he pretended to be asleep. They did share a taxi to the hotel, but the standoff between them continued, with her talking to Rachel in the back seat and him engaging in small talk with the driver in front.

      After they checked in, Robert got Rachel's attention with a raised eyebrow and an imploring gaze. Obligingly she cleared her throat and announced that she'd go ahead with their luggage and meet Evelyn in their room. Robert handed her a tip for the bellman, which she tried to decline, but he insisted and forced a bill into her hand with a smile.

      The whole time, Evelyn stood by in stony silence, arms folded resolutely across her chest. When Rachel was out of earshot, Robert, in a voice bathed in self-pity, assumed the role of penitent husband seeking forgiveness and a second chance. “I know everything that's happened between us is my fault. But I intend to do whatever it takes to make things right.” Unimpressed, Evelyn raised her eyebrows, sighed wearily, and looked away. “I know you're upset and you have a right to be, but all I'm asking is a chance to explain. If you don't like what I have to say, I'm on the next plane out of here, no questions asked. But do me one favor. Don't say anything now. Sleep on it and let me explain tomorrow. Is that fair?”

      Fair? Really? So, he wants to leave me in suspense until tomorrow. Well, if that's his game…She faced him. “Robert, I don't know what you have in mind, but if you want to talk tomorrow, that's fine with me. Rachel and I have already made plans for part of the day but I'll call you when we're done.” She ran to catch up with Rachel. In fact, they hadn't made any plans, but he could cool his heels until she was good and ready to talk to him.

      Feigning gratitude, Robert called after her, “That sounds great.” He was miffed by her coolness, but nothing in his voice or expression betrayed him.

      The next day Evelyn and Rachel headed for Waikiki Beach. It was overrun by tourists, but still beautiful and exciting and lively and enticing. On the way, at one of the many shops lining their route, they bought straw mats to lie on under an umbrella on the sand. Once settled on the beach, they sat back and Evelyn removed a copy of The Killer Angels from her bag.

      “Still a Civil War buff, huh?” Rachel asked.

      “Can't seem to get enough.”

      “Funny, isn't it?”

      “Because you're the history professor?”

      “No, because you and Robert are having your own Civil War.” She arched an eyebrow at her.

      Evelyn set her book aside and looked out at the ocean. Rachel was right. For the past few weeks, she had engaged her husband as though they were ambassadors of enemy nations. When she said her wedding vows, she had looked forward to an enduring relationship based on love and mutual trust, but now she saw her marriage as a one-sided contract. But while it might not be pretty, and in some cases might even take a war, all contracts—be they treaties or marriages—could be undone.

      She hated to admit that she had given up, but her mind had already made the raw calculation. Numbers and complex equations she could understand, but not Robert. He defied all logic. For better or for worse, she was finally convinced that he would eventually destroy his life. She had been bailing water for years, but his ship was finally sinking. She didn't intend to go down with him.

      “I guess you're right,” she said finally. “We are having our own Civil War.”

      “I was just kidding. Is it that bad?”

      Evelyn took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Like a woman reluctantly coming to terms with the fact that she was never going to be able to shoehorn her feet into a pair of new high heels that were a couple of sizes too small, she had finally given up the struggle. “I think it's hopeless.”

      “Really?”

      “All the time he spends at the stores. All the gambling and debts. And…”

      “And what?”

      “The women, of course.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “He has a credit card he uses for the stores, but the statements used to come to our apartment and we'd deliver them to our accountant. A while ago I opened one by mistake and saw a few charges from some hotels in town.”

      “They could be business expenses of some kind, couldn't they?” Rachel asked.

      “I suppose they could have been, but they weren't.”

      “So you asked him?”

      “He said he had paid hotel expenses for salespeople from out of town a few times, you know, as a way to develop business.”

      “That makes sense to me.”

      “It did to me, too, at first. But I was suspicious so I went to our accountant's office and asked to look at the business expenses over the last several months.”

      “Wasn't that awkward?”

      “He knows I teach math. I told him I wanted to use them for a project for one of my classes.”

      “So… what did you find?”

      “Charges for flowers, jewelry, women's clothing. All kinds of things. Going back for months. And there were dozens of them.”

      “The nerve! Did you confront him?”

      “I didn't have to. The statements suddenly started going directly to the accountant. He said he'd been meaning to make the change for a while and just got around to it.”

      “I would have thrown those statements right in his face.”

      “I know. That's the difference between you and me.” Evelyn took another deep breath and exhaled slowly. “But it's finally over. I'm leaving him.”

      It hurt her to say those words. A part of her still cared for him, but whatever passion there had been between them had died like cooling embers on a cold winter night. Enough was enough.

      “My God. I didn't know it was that bad. I'm sorry, Evelyn.”

      “Don't be. I'm glad it wasn't as obvious to everyone else as it was to me. But I'll work it out. And don't let it spoil your vacation. Which reminds me…” She turned on her side and faced Rachel for the first time. “Thanks again for coming. I know I had to twist your arm a little, but I'm glad you came.”

      Rachel reached over and put her hand on Evelyn's shoulder. “You know the song,” she said and softly sang the words. “That's what friends are for…”

      Evelyn smiled and wiped away a tear, then got to her feet. “Why don't we hit the surf?”

      “Girl, and ruin my hair?” Rachel laughed.

      “Girl, and ruin my hair?” Evelyn shot back. “I'm talking about some serious wading. All the way up to my knees!”

      They both laughed and scampered toward the ocean.
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      Their foray into the ocean lasted all of fifteen minutes, during which they actually managed to get their bikini bottoms wet. Afterward, Evelyn and Rachel lay on the beach for almost three hours reading their books before Evelyn decided she had made Robert squirm enough. When she called, he was in his room waiting for his cell to ring. They decided to meet at one of the nearby hotels that had a restaurant with a patio abutting the beach. Rachel declared she would use the time to go shopping.

      Evelyn waited on the beach outside the restaurant. As Robert approached, she noticed him looking over his shoulder. “Are you expecting someone?”

      “No, why do you ask?” He was surprised it was that obvious. He was still terrified that Litvak's henchmen might sneak up behind him any minute.

      “You kept looking behind you.”

      “Oh, that,” he said. And then the joke rolled off his tongue. He immediately wished he had thought of a different one. “There's an attractive woman who's been stalking me. I told her I'm married, but she wouldn't take no for an answer. I think I finally lost her.”

      Evelyn rolled her eyes. Some ego. They found a table facing the ocean and nursed their tropical drinks. Evelyn had a Blue Hawaii and Robert a Tropical Itch. The turquoise waves rolled out to sea and back, carrying surfers perched precariously on their boards. Sun worshipers, old and young, fit and not so fit, promenaded from one end of the beach to the other. Here and there sea gulls glided above the waves, occasionally plunging into the water to spear a fish before taking flight again. Temporarily swayed by the idyllic setting, Evelyn felt her resistance wane ever so slightly. “I think I could stay here forever,” she mused.

      “Great view, huh?”

      “Yes, fantastic.” She let herself forget for a brief moment what a horrible mess her life had become.

      “Then you're having fun?”

      “Rachel and I are having a great time,” she shot back, her resolve returning. She couldn't let her guard down now.

      “You really know how to twist the knife, don't you?”

      “Spare me,” she said as though she were addressing a creature that just crawled out of the sewer.

      “Okay, maybe I deserved that.”

      “Maybe? Please.”

      Robert shifted uncomfortably in his chair and took a long swig from his drink. This was going to be tougher than he thought. “Listen, I told you I hit it big at the track and I had a surprise for you. Well, the first thing I did was to go out and get something for you. I know things haven't been too great between us for a while and I wanted to try to make it up to you. I thought I'd have enough time to get back before you left for the airport, but of course I didn't make it.” He waited for a positive reaction, but all he saw was a raised eyebrow and a dubious look. “Since you and Rachel were headed over here anyway, I thought I'd tag along and we could celebrate. I had to do some fancy footwork with the stores—”

      “If you're telling the truth this time—”

      “Evelyn—”

      “If you're telling the truth, then… I'm happy you won some extra money and I'm happy you finally realize what's happened to our marriage, but it's a little late for an apology.”

      “I know what you're thinking, but all of that's in the past.”

      “Really, Robert? What part of it?”

      “The whole thing. The gambling. The drinking. Staying out all night. All of it.”

      Evelyn shook her head cynically.

      “What? Did I miss something?” he asked.

      “Did you?”

      Momentarily stymied, Robert decided to cut to the chase and show her the necklace. He took the pouch out of his pocket, reached in and gingerly lifted it out. “I didn't even have time to get it gift-wrapped.”

      Evelyn was no expert, but she could tell immediately that it was an exquisite piece of jewelry. Her breath caught in her throat. “It's beautiful,” she said, transfixed by the way it glittered in the sun. “But…”

      “But what?”

      “You're so transparent. You're trying to buy me.” She no longer hoped he wasn't. The wall she'd built around herself had crumbled. She no longer wanted to believe him, and she no longer wanted their marriage to work.

      “I want you to have it, that's all. You deserve it after putting up with me for so long.”

      “Robert, you—”

      “Do me a favor. Hang onto it while we're here. If you still want me to, I'll return it when we get back to Chicago, okay? Right now, I have to run. I'll call you later.”

      “No.” She resolutely pushed the necklace back across the table, as he knew she would.

      “Okay, have it your way.” He slipped it back in the pouch and into his pocket. “I have to run, but I won't leave unless you promise me you'll wear it tonight.” When he saw her look of surprise he said, “Unless you let me take you and Rachel to dinner, I won't have the pleasure of seeing how it looks on you, will I?”

      Before she could answer, he'd already stood up and started to walk away.
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CHAPTER TEN


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One Year Earlier

      

      

      Paul Elliott's law firm occupied the entire thirty-second floor of a gleaming high-rise in downtown Chicago, and from his office he had an unobstructed view of Lake Michigan. He fixed his gaze on the lake and let his mind wander as he made the call. Although everyone in the office expected his trial would end that afternoon, they had no idea how long the jury would be out. So when Paul quietly slipped in and out, they assumed the jury hadn't reached a verdict and would resume deliberations on Monday.

      But they were wrong. Paul had lost.

      The jury verdict came in on Friday afternoon, 4:30. Some judges let the lawyers talk to the jury afterward and some don't. This judge didn't, so Paul went directly to the office to drop off his trial bags and call his wife.

      It had been a tough case and he didn't feel like talking about it. He hated lawyers who claimed they never lost a case. Either they hadn't tried many or they were liars—maybe both. Even if you think you have the best case in the world, you never really know until the jury comes back with the verdict. Juries are simply unpredictable. Even a great lawyer with a great case can't relax while the jury is still out. A great lawyer can still lose.

      But Paul hadn't even had a great case. In fact, it was terrible. Bad facts. Bad law. And he had to defend an unlikeable client. Under those circumstances, even if your name is Clarence Darrow and the other lawyer is a bumbling idiot, chances are the result won't be pretty. That kind of case you try to settle. The problem is, if the other lawyer is any good, he probably knows he has you by the short hairs and the price for settling goes up. (Or down if you represent the plaintiff.) If it's too high or too low, you have to roll the dice and hope for the best. Every so often you get lucky, but most of the time you don't. Paul had rolled the dice. Knowing the odds hadn't made losing any easier. It never did.

      Looking at him, you'd never have guessed the outcome. Both in and outside the courtroom, regardless of the true state of affairs, his motto was the same one every good trial lawyer tried to live by: “Never let them see you sweat.”

      After breaking the news to his wife over the phone in his customary low-key manner, he asked if she'd go jogging with him when he got home. She was tired and at first begged off. Then, sensing disquiet beneath his calm veneer, she acquiesced, as she usually did when, despite his best efforts to conceal it, she discerned something was important to him.

      Paul opened the door and threw his briefcase and overcoat on the couch. He lived in a spacious three-bedroom apartment in a high rise in Hyde Park, an integrated community encompassing the sprawling University of Chicago campus that prided itself on being socially progressive and politically liberal. He felt guilty about having to coax his wife to come jogging, but he needed to blow off steam and wanted her along. She was a good runner and would press him to run at a good clip.

      “JoAnne?”

      No answer. He tiptoed to the bedroom where she lay casually across the bed, face up, fast asleep in gossamer baby blue panties and matching bra. Her jogging suit lay beside her. He gazed at her for a long moment and questioned whether jogging was still such a good idea.

      She stirred. “Hi,” she yawned. “Been home long?” She pointed her toes, tightening the muscles in her legs, and stretched her arms high above her head, accentuating the soft curves of her petite brown frame. She was even more desirable than when he'd entered the bedroom.

      “Long enough. I'm just wondering whether I still want to go jogging.”

      “Up to you. It was your idea, remember?” She turned over onto her stomach, playfully bending one leg at the knee, and looked at him over her shoulder. “I'm a little tired, but…”

      He drank in the sight of her shoulder-length dark hair, which complemented her mocha complexion, and her large, round, brown eyes that always reminded him of a puppy dog's. Her full lips were inviting as she lay there, toying with him. He crossed his arms in front of his chest and loosened his tie, then breathed in deeply and slowly exhaled. “Don't tempt me,” he said, not really meaning it.

      “Am I doing that?”

      “If we don't leave now, we never will. After a nice run, a hot shower, a little wine and soft music…”

      “Are you sure?” she teased.

      “Yeah, I'm sure,” he said with mock firmness. He reached over and, with one finger, lifted the elastic waistband of her panties and released it with a gentle snap. Then he softly patted her behind.

      “Save that thought,” she said smiling, and scampered out of bed.

      Five minutes later they were on the street jogging, a gentle breeze at their backs.
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        * * *

      

      Wendell Broadnax was at the bar a mere forty-five minutes, but long enough to drink five gin and tonics. Now he was back in his car, weaving his way through traffic toward home.

      “Why'd I ever marry that bitch?” he slurred. They had little in common and had done nothing but fight since they were married a month earlier. The truth was that she wondered the same thing about him—and with better reason. He'd started most of the arguments, including the one that afternoon. She complained about his constant drinking. Now he was giving her something she could really complain about.

      He was thoroughly inebriated, but not too drunk to understand the drinks hadn't solved his problem. If something didn't change, he still had to face his wife for the rest of his life—or hers. He groaned aloud.

      He continued driving, all the while slowly picking up speed. He changed radio stations.
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        * * *

      

      Paul and JoAnne jogged at a steady pace. Earphone wires connected to their iPods hung loosely around their necks but after an interval, she removed them and spoke.

      “You know you can't win them all,” JoAnne consoled, wiping perspiration from her brow with the back of her hand.

      “I know, but you always hope. You know why?”

      “Tell me.”

      “Because sometimes you lose a case you know the worst lawyer in the world couldn't have lost, and the next time you win one you didn't have a snowball's chance in hell of winning.”

      “Sounds like a roller coaster.”

      “Not always.”

      “But often enough?”

      “Yeah, often enough,” he conceded. He considered elaborating and thought better of it. He hated to dwell on losses and he was trying to put this one behind him. “How was your day?”

      “A lot better than yours.” By day she was a bank loan officer, poring over documents, and at night and on weekends a frustrated writer of poetry and short stories. “But we did have a holdup,” she said matter-of-factly.

      “What?!” He grabbed her arm and brought them to a sudden stop.

      “A holdup.”

      “Why are you just now telling me?” he demanded. Then, concerned, he quickly asked, “No one was hurt, were they? You weren't hurt?”

      “Of course not. And this is the first chance I've had to tell you,” she added, a trace of impatience slipping into her voice. “You've been absorbed with the trial. And it really wasn't a big deal.”
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