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WESTERFIELD’S

CHAIN  

There wasn't much to see on Madison Street. Thirty years of arson, neglect and civil insurrection had taken its toll and now the heart of the West Side was mostly rubble and weeds. Wild flowers sparkled in the afternoon sun.

There was an occasional pedestrian and, now and then, someone waiting at a bus stop. Everybody was black but me. Heads turned as I passed, and I got a feeble wave from a sad looking whore sitting all alone on the good half of a fire-damaged sofa. I saluted, drove under a railroad viaduct and continued west.

The address I was looking for was on one of the better blocks. Two buildings had survived. I pulled to the right, to a bed of gravel and dirt that covered a trench from an old construction project. Faded gold leaf said WESTERFIELD'S PHARMACY & SUNDRIES, and if you squinted a bit you could see that it had been a grand place way back when, when the West Side was affectionately known as the best side of town.

The entrance was surrounded by a high, terra-cotta archway with an ornamental tree at the very top. It must have been quite a sight, back when the terra-cotta was shiny white, long ago when Madison Street was so packed with commerce that it had no real trees to call its own. Now it just looked sad. The tiles were cracked and chipped, and were as dark as fallen leaves. The bricks needed tuck-pointing. The burglar gates were rusted and bent. The windows, which were covered with years of grime, were patched with rotting plywood and rusty bolts. The trim hadn't seen paint in a long, long time.

But it was still the best looking place on the block. 

Across the street, a ramshackle two-story structure looked near collapse. Upstairs, some dark city birds were flying in and out of holes where windows had once been. There'd been a fire up there long ago. The bricks were streaked with black soot. Sections of the roof were gone.

Downstairs, someone had added a porch right on top of the city sidewalk. It was a crude job, built with odd pieces of lumber—salvaged from the ruins, I presumed—and it extended clear to the curb. If I'd ridden my horse, this would have been the place to tie it. All that was missing was the watering troughs, the tumbleweeds, and a halfway-decent saloon.

There were two old codgers relaxing on the porch. They were surrounded by stacks of used tires. "Flats fixed," a crude, hand-painted sign read. Beyond them, in the expanse of weeds that stretched to the next street, a half dozen guys were keeping cool in the shade of two giant weed trees. They were reclining on beached automobile seats and homemade hammocks, drinking and smoking, waiting for anything or for nothing. By the time I opened the door of my Oldsmobile, every head was turned my way.

I climbed a crumbling curb and stopped on a fragmented sidewalk. A poster of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. sat behind a drugstore window. The photo was obscured by dust, tattered, and faded. On the front door an ancient-looking sign read: GREEN CARDS WELCOME. Another said: YES, WE'RE OPEN. 

A buzzer sounded as I opened the door. Hinges squeaked, something clicked, and someone moved deeper into the shadows. I stopped in the doorway and waited while my eyes adjusted to the dim interior.

The bill of a hat shone softly. There was a badge on the hat but it wasn't a policeman's. A security guard, I finally realized, in full uniform down to the gun on his hip. The click had probably been the sound of the holster being unbuckled, and now his hand was resting lightly on the butt of a large revolver. A pair of dark eyes studied me.

"The boss around?" I said.

The guard lifted his hand from the gun and a finger pointed across the store. A quick smile flashed across his face; then the hand dropped back into place.

The guy behind the counter was thin and black. His eyeglasses were thick, with bulky black frames, and behind them his eyes seemed much too big for his face. A plastic tag pinned to the breast pocket of a white jacket said: "Jimmy Madison, Pharmacy Technician." He looked to be on the shy side of thirty.

He stuck a yellow pen in his mouth as I approached and began to move backwards. I could read the fear in his eyes as they moved from me to the guard, then back again. What was he so afraid of, I wondered. I was just a mild-mannered private detective. "I'm looking for Eugene Westerfield," I said.

He continued in the same direction until he bumped into an odd-looking wall. One section had recently been painted glossy white. But the paint didn't extend much beyond Jimmy himself. Somebody had slapped it on in a hurry, and there was no clear border between the new paint and the old, a dirty white that had faded almost to blue.

Jimmy hung there a long moment, his huge eyes jumping from the guard to me. He tried to say something, then seemed surprised to find the pen in his mouth. He wiped it on a sleeve, then baby-stepped back my way and dropped the pen in the fold of an open text book. "Mister West... He's not in today."

"When do you expect him?" I asked but he didn't appear to understand. "Will he be here tomorrow?" I tried again.

"Maybe tomorrow," Jimmy nodded. "Tomorrow or maybe next week. Next week be... would be better." 

"He sick?" I asked.

"Huh?"

"Mr. Westerfield," I said. "He's home sick?"

"No. No. No." He shook his head. "He's on his vacation."

"But you don't know when he's coming back?"

"No," he said, but then he seemed to change his mind. "Next week for sure."

"Where'd he go?" 

"Huh?"

"On his vacation?" I asked. "Where'd he'd go?"

"Oh," he said, as if that meant something. 

"Tahiti?"

"Huh?"

We probably could have spent the afternoon going back and forth like that. And I might have eventually got some truthful answers and, if I had, it probably would have saved me some time and trouble. It might have saved Jimmy much more than that. But I wasn't interested in the whereabouts of Eugene Westerfield. Not yet. And I wasn't there for the truth.

I was there because a minor traffic accident had blossomed into an off-duty traffic altercation. Off duty because a cop was involved. I was working for the cop's lawyer. We were trying to help the cop keep his job. The truth would probably just get in the way.

"I'm looking for a Chevy station wagon," I said. Something changed in Jimmy's eyes as I rattled off the license number and he seemed to relax a bit. "It's registered to Eugene Westerfield."

"Out back." He pointed the way.

"Who drives it?"

"I do, usually."

"You wouldn't have been driving it last Tuesday?" 

"I thought that might be..." He stuttered a bit then gave up. "Are you from the police?" he asked clear as a bell.

I flashed my license. "My name's Acropolis. I'm an investigator for the law firm of Siegel and McGovern. Why don't you tell me what happened that day?"

"Sure," he said. "Let me just—"

"Take your time," I said.

He looked up at the ceiling, then down at the floor. "See, I picked up this hitchhiker."

"Just out of the blue?" 

"See, I know him. I know him from... from where I live. And then when I was trying to get on the highway this car came around and hit me."

"OK."

"And then this hitchhiker wouldn't let me stop. I wanted to stop but the hitchhiker pulled a gun and told me to keep going."

"OK."

"And then he started shooting at the car and the car was shooting back."

"OK."

He shrugged. "And that's it."

"What's this hitchhiker's name?"

"Don't know."

"I thought you knew him."

"Well, I do," he said. "I know him to see him, but I don't know his right name. I only know what they call him."

"His street name. OK, what's that?"

He looked at the ceiling again. "Player Dog," he decided. "But that was from years ago when I used to know him. I don't know what they call him now."

"OK. Let's see if I've got this straight. You picked up this Player Dog and... Wait. Where'd you pick him up?"

He went back to his friend the ceiling. "At a bus stop."

"Where?"

"On... Ah... Forty-seventh Street."

"Good. What was the cross street?"

"Halsted," he said quickly.

"OK, you picked up this Player Dog at Forty-seventh and Halsted and you were giving him a ride... Where were you giving him a ride to?"

"Just... He was just tired of waiting on the bus so..."

"You were gonna take him home with you?"

"No. No. He was going north. Downtown. And I was going that way. So..."  

"OK. You picked up this Player Dog and offered to give him a ride downtown, and when you were getting on the Dan Ryan Expressway you had an accident with a Toyota pickup truck. How's that so far?"

"Yeah. That's right."

"And then after the accident you wanted to stop, but Player Dog pulled out a gun and told you to keep driving?"

"Right."

"And then he started shooting at the pickup truck?"

"Right."

"And the driver of the pickup started shooting back?" He nodded. "But nobody got hit?"

"Just the car."

"Did you report this incident to the police?"

"No."

"Why not?"

"Ah... I don't know."

"Did Player Dog threaten you?"

"Yeah. He told me not to tell anybody."

"But did he threaten you?"

"Yeah. He said not to tell anybody or he'd shoot me."

"OK. Where'd you drop him off?"

"Downtown?"

"Can you be more specific?"

"State Street."

"Downtown on State Street?"

"Right."

"Would you be willing to sign a statement detailing what you've just told me?"

"I guess so."

The security guard held the door for me. I walked out to the Olds, opened the trunk and then my briefcase. A horn sounded as I pulled out a legal pad. Toot. Toot. A CTA bus was heading towards the Loop. The driver pointed towards the tire shop. The old men on the porch waved back.

I carried the legal pad inside. Nobody said a word as I wrote up the statement. An insect was buzzing the front windows. It sounded like one of those enormous flies. The kind that lives on into January or February and then dies a fat old man on a frosty window ledge. Somewhere in back, a faucet was leaking.

It was a pack of lies, of course. But they were the right lies—at least from my side of the playing field. I tried to make them sound a bit more plausible. But if Jimmy changed his story later or fell apart at the Police Board hearing, that wouldn't necessarily be bad news. That would simply prove he couldn't be trusted. Which would leave Tracy Grace, the off duty cop who'd be paying for my time, the most credible witness to the incident on Forty-seventh Street.

Jimmy's version of events was close to the one Tracy Grace had given police. The hitchhiker was the biggest inconsistency. Grace hadn't mentioned seeing any passengers in the station wagon. But the hitchhiker let Jimmy off the hook for the shooting. It helped in another way, too. I couldn't see the dimmest cop believing that Jimmy had taken a shot at anybody.

But the police probably wouldn't be getting to Jimmy anytime soon. When Grace had given them the Chevy's license number, he'd transposed a couple of digits. He'd remembered the right numbers later for his lawyer.

And Jimmy was the least of Grace's problems. A few minutes before Grace arrived at the police station, an old man in Canaryville had called 911 to report that a pickup truck had made a brief stop in the alley just outside his garage. The driver had got out, gun in hand, and shot out the passenger window of his own truck. Raymond Purcell didn't transpose a single digit. The numbers he gave police matched perfectly with Grace's Toyota pickup. His description of the driver also matched Tracy Grace.

I finished writing then read the statement back to Jimmy. "Wow, you're really good," he said, and he flashed the faintest of smiles.

"I'd like you to read it through again and then sign by the X."

While Jimmy was reading, I took a look around the store. The inside was as bad as the outside. Floor tiles were cracked and splintered. Exposed wires dangled from a hole in the ceiling where a fixture had once hung. The roof leaked. There were water marks down one wall and a bucket half-full of murky water sitting in the middle of an aisle.

With the exception of that one spot behind Jimmy, the place hadn't seen fresh paint in years. There wasn't much on the shelves, and what there was, was covered with years of dust. There was a nearly empty rack of paperback books. The titles I recognized were long out of date. In back, a thin layer of dust covered the pharmacy counter.

The east half of the store was fenced off with gray industrial fencing. A padlock dangled from the gate. Behind it were stacks of cartons, including several cases of disposable syringes, a couple of vaporizers, and an open box of nylon stockings. Empty cartons had been tossed to the side. Beyond the cartons the entire back section of the room had been draped with heavy-duty plastic.

Jimmy held a ballpoint pen over the statement. "Is this really OK?" he asked, looking down at the paper.

"I don't follow you."

"I'd hate to get in trouble." He looked up, then dropped his eyes to the paper again.

"Why would you get in trouble?"

"The truth," he said flatly, and he looked right into my eyes.

"The truth," I repeated, then winked to let him know it was all just a game. "You'll be OK."

He glanced towards the door where the security guard stood looking out, then leaned forward. I thought he was going to say something he didn't want the guard to hear. I moved a half-step closer, but Jimmy never said a word. He dropped the pen to the paper and signed above the line I'd drawn.

I tore the single sheet from the pad, folded it, and slipped it into a breast pocket. "You got any chewing gum?" I asked.

Jimmy shook his head.

"Lifesavers?" I thought I should buy something. The statement had come so easily. Much too easily.

"Just pharmaceuticals." 

"You the pharmacist?" 

"I'm his assistant," Jimmy said. "He's at lunch." He gestured to the back, towards the dust covered pharmacy counter.

I turned to go. A sliver of sunlight had found its way through the front window. Beyond the fence, something was glowing under the plastic wrap. "What's that?" 

"Bunch a junk," the security guard said, and he pushed his hat back and smiled and I saw that he was just a big kid. Christ, was he old enough to carry a gun?

"That's the soda fountain," Jimmy said.

"Sodie fountain?" the guard said, as if he'd never heard of such a thing.

"I'll be damned," I said as it came into focus. It was an honest-to-god soda fountain with high-backed stools, a long counter, and a large mirror which had caught that single ray of sun. Somebody had really gone to town with the plastic wrap.

"Mr. Westerfield, he's gonna open that up again when the neighborhood comes back," Jimmy said.

"Put me down for a malted," I said. I opened the door and went out to Madison Street.

The neighborhood was just as I had left it. Nobody would be ordering a chocolate phosphate anytime soon.
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I walked through a weeds and around to the back of the store. A Chevy station wagon was sitting on a patch of oil-blackened gravel. The car had once been a respectable business gray, but rust had taken over. There were plenty of dents and scratches, the freshest in the left front corner. The bumper was crinkled, the quarter panel crushed, a headlight broken. A fresh swath of red paint ran clear to the passenger door.

I counted two bullet holes in the rear window and three in the tailgate, all on the driver's side. The only exit hole I found was just below the rear-view mirror. No wonder Jimmy was shaky. It had probably sounded like the space shuttle cruising by.

"Dr. Z., I'm sorry," a woman spoke behind me. I turned. An old man was being pushed out the door of a flat, one-story building, just across a narrow brick alley. "St. Anthony's Medical Center," a sign read. An arrow pointed around the corner of the building. "Entrance Around Front."

"We have to get back to work," the woman said in an exasperated tone. I couldn't see her face, just a pair of dark hands jutting out of white sleeves. She gave the man one final push, then quickly closed the door.

He was somewhere near seventy, tall and thin, and nearly bald. He was wearing a dark suit that hung much too loosely. He didn't look like he was used to being thrown out of places.

He tried the door, found it locked, then turned and started towards a parking lot which held half a dozen cars. He stopped and looked down at the weeds, like a man in the wilderness examining a sign he doesn't quite comprehend, then veered my way. He crossed the alley and angled away, following a well-worn path to the back door of the drugstore. He opened it and went inside.

I scribbled a few notes, then walked to the Olds for my camera.

I was taking pictures of the station wagon when Dr. Z. came out. The security guard was right behind him. "He's not here. He's not here." The guard spoke slowly, as if he were talking to a child. "How many times do I have to tell you?" 

The old man walked with his head down, a sad sack if there ever was one. He crossed the alley, opened the door to a beat-up Buick, started the car, and drove away. I scribbled the license number in my notebook and wrote "Doc Z." next to it.

"He just don't listen," the security guard said. I grunted and went back to taking pictures. "Here, take one of me," the guard said. I turned, then backed up to get the shot. He was posed against the side wall of the drugstore, standing at attention, his hat in hand, a serious expression on his face.

The afternoon sun tinted the bricks a soothing red. I pushed the button and the shutter opened and closed, trapping him there on Madison Street, on Westerfield's Pharmacy's very last day.
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I got back in the Olds. The old guys at the tire shop swiveled in their seats as I passed. I went several blocks, then turned between a burned-out record store and a storefront church. I went down a short block, turned and headed back east.

There were scattered buildings here, two-flats and tiny brick houses. Some were in good repair, but others were sinking into ruin. I found a shady spot in front of a large, well-tended garden which sat all alone a half block from the nearest house.

I focused my binoculars on the front door of Westerfield's, but there was nothing to see. The place looked like there hadn't been a customer since 1965, which made it a perfect fit for the neighborhood: a tire repair shop on a street with no cars, a drug store in a neighborhood with no people, a garden without a house.

I sat there and nothing happened. Nobody went in or out. The station wagon didn't move. The only sounds were the wind rustling through the garden, a few city birds singing their sad songs and, far away, the steady whisper of the highway.

It had taken little more than a century for the West Side to go from boom to bust. Now it looked as desolate as the landscape of the moon. I sat watching the dust swirl. The dark side of the moon: another step backward for mankind.

I don't know what I was waiting for. Maybe for the pharmacist to return from lunch so he could get back to work at a counter covered with weeks of dust. Maybe I was just padding the bill. I picked up my phone, punched in the number of my favorite law firm and then Shelly Micholowski's extension.

"How'd you make out with that old man?" Shelly wanted to know.

"He wasn't home," I said. That had been my first stop. But Raymond Purcell, the old man who'd seen Tracy Grace take a shot at his own truck, wasn't to be found.

"So what's up?"

"I found the driver of that station wagon," I said. 

"Good work."

"And I got a statement."

"Really? What'd he say?"

I read the statement.

"Hey," she said softly, "that's pretty good. I can't wait to see your expense sheet."

"Believe it or not, Shelly, there's nothing there. It's like he was waiting for me. But he is one terrible, terrible liar."

"I'm gonna pretend I didn't hear that."

"Pretend I never even called." 

I hung up and went back to watching nothing. A CTA bus passed heading west towards Oak Park. The driver tooted the horn. A minute later a Loop-bound bus bounced by, a liquor distributor truck close behind. Nothing happened for a while; then my phone rang.

"Nick, it's Frank," Frank Stringfellow said. He ran a small agency out in suburban Oak Brook and hated coming into the city. He was more comfortable in shopping malls, subdivisions and industrial parks. "You busy?"

"I'm working something for Shelly. Nothing too pressing."

"Not another renegade cop?"

"That's about all she gets, Frank."

"I don't know how you do it," he said.

There were days I didn't know how I did it either, but I wasn't about to admit that. "What've you got?" I said instead. 

"I was hoping you had time to run up to Rogers Park and do an address verification."

"Sounds like a job for the post office."

"All you gotta do is make sure the guy's still there. I'm gonna send Charlie and Vic up tonight. I'd really owe you one, Nick. This guy's been ducking me for months."

"I assume you mean over and above my hourly rate."

He laughed easily. "Your discounted rate, if that's OK."

"Shoot," I said, and I fired up my pen.

"Name of Leslie Crawford," Stringfellow said, and he gave me an address on Pratt.

"What's he been up to?"

"Just a nickle-dime shakedown."

"You want me to talk some sense into him?"

"No. No. No. I don't want him to know you're even there."

"You got a description?"

"Black male, six-one, one-seventy, light to medium complexion, short hair, snappy dresser. But don't spook him, Nick. Just tell me if his name's on the doorbell. That's all I really need."

"On the way," I said. I hung up and put the car in gear.

A shiny red car came down Madison. It stopped suddenly, backed up and stopped again, right in front of the drugstore.

Nobody got out of the car. Nothing moved. I put the Olds in park, and brought the binoculars up. It was a shiny Honda coupe with out-of-state plates. It coasted forward, turned into the weed covered parking lot next to the store, and stopped a couple of car lengths from the station wagon.

The door opened and a woman got out and stood looking around the neighborhood. I brought the binoculars in close, but she spun around and showed me the back of her head, a few inches of light brown hair falling from under a blue baseball cap. I moved the glasses down. She was five-eight, I guessed, looking very fit in jeans and a sweatshirt. After a while she turned right into my glasses. She was just a kid, I saw, early twenties, pretty in a boyish sort of way. The sweatshirt was from the University of Wisconsin. The baseball cap had a Cubs emblem on the front. Her eyes were lost in the shadow under the bill.

She would have looked right at home with the just-out-of-college crowd in Lincoln Park or jogging along the North Side lakefront. But she looked light-years from Madison Street.

She waved at someone, the old men or the guys under the stink trees, a small friendly wave. I'm sure she had everyone's undivided attention. Then she took her cap off, flipped it into the Honda, and walked through the weeds to the station wagon.

She peered in through a side window. Time passed. I tried to remember what I'd seen in the wagon, but all I could recall was a couple of fast-food wrappers and several bullet holes. She finally straightened up, then walked around to Madison and into the drugstore.

I punched in Stringfellow's phone number. "About that favor you're gonna owe me, any chance I can use it in advance?"

"Depends on the flavor."

"How about running an out-of-state plate?"

"Sure," he said.

"Wisconsin," I said, and I picked up the binoculars and read the numbers off the Honda.

"Probably take about an hour," Stringfellow said. "Where do I get you?"

"Try the car first then leave a message at my office."

"I wish you'd get a cell phone, Nick. You're the only guy I know still uses a car phone." 

"Let your fingers do the walking, Frank," I said as the phone went dead in my ear. Over on Madison Street nothing was happening again.

About ten minutes passed; then Jimmy and the girl walked out of the store. They ambled to the Honda and the girl opened the door but didn't get in. She gestured towards the station wagon and started that way. Jimmy held up one finger and hurried back to the store.

The girl turned and watched him go. The security guard came out, nodded at the girl, folded his arms, and waited to be relieved.

Jimmy returned with a large manila envelope. He pulled something out and the girl got very excited, moving around, laughing. I adjusted the binoculars but Jimmy was in my way. He turned and reflected sunlight flashed. Was it a mirror? A piece of glass? By the time my eyes cleared, it was back in the envelope.

They hugged and then the girl slid behind the wheel. Jimmy waved. The Honda backed out and headed east.

I drove down to Madison Street and started after her.

Nobody had gone anywhere. The old men were still on the porch at the tire store, and the younger guys were taking it easy in the shade of the stink trees. Nobody would ever go anywhere.

I was almost even with the drugstore when a whistle came from under the trees. It was the kind that could stop every taxi in a three-block radius. Not that you'd have to worry about that happening out here. But it was more than enough to bring Jimmy back out. And there I was in my baby blue Oldsmobile. Nick Acropolis: the King of Surveillance.

I turned my head away and pushed down on the gas.

A block later, when I glanced back in the rear-view mirror, Jimmy was still standing on the sidewalk looking my way.
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We went east. The towers of the Loop were dead ahead, obscured by a faint Indian Summer haze. You'd drive and drive and never get there. You'd stay in the ruins forever.

Beyond Western Avenue, the wasteland gradually gave way to paved parking lots. Fancy concrete flower boxes graced the median. There was a new bank housed in a temporary trailer under a big sign that promised a real bank soon. I didn't see any customers and there weren't many prospects in the neighborhood. But there sure was plenty of parking.

A few blocks ahead, the dazzling new United Center looked like an enormous spaceship about to lift off. Beyond it, the old Chicago Stadium waited for the wrecking ball. Next to its replacement, it now looked small and cheerless.

I was relieved when the Honda turned north up Damen Avenue. Like much of the West Side, the stadium was no longer suitable for daytime viewing. I'd come back some night to pay my last regards. At night, the place wouldn't look quite so gloomy.

I followed the car north and soon left the West Side behind.   Twice, lights turned green and the Honda didn't move until horns blared. Cars sped around on the right.

A couple miles up, in the heart of trendy Bucktown, the car turned down a narrow side street and slipped into a parking space. The girl got out, unlocked the side entrance of a narrow corner building and disappeared inside.

The building was old, well over a hundred years, but it had probably never looked this good. The roof was peaked, covered with bright blue shingles, and spotted with gleaming modern skylights. The trim was freshly painted and there were new storms and screens.

There were apartments upstairs and a fancy-looking restaurant on the ground floor. "Gare du Nord," was written in red-neon script in the restaurant's center window, and under that a small printed sign said: "Open For Lunch." 

I left the Olds in a bus stop and angled across the street. The restaurant looked closed, white table clothes under slowly spinning ceiling fans.

The door the girl had gone through was locked. A window looked into a tiny hallway. There were mailboxes on the wall and junk mail and take-out menus scattered on the floor. Outside was a row of doorbells. I scribbled the names under them in my notebook, then headed across the street to a Sun-Times box. Back in the Olds, I flipped through the pages. I skipped the crime news. I almost always skipped the crime.

The last time I'd noticed, there'd been a Laundromat where the Gare du Nord was now. It had probably been gone for several years. But years before that a cop had been shot out front after a traffic stop. It's funny how certain places stay in your memory.

I could spot the neighborhood old-timers easily enough. Most looked slightly confused, as if they'd suddenly found themselves living in a foreign city. In the middle of the afternoon, they were almost all older women, Poles or other Eastern Europeans who'd worked hard all their lives and had the legs to prove it.  They wore simple, durable-looking dresses and carried string or canvas shopping bags even though most of their shops were gone. The delis that sold goods shipped direct from the old country, the bakeries using recipes that went back centuries, had been replaced by coffeehouses, nightclubs, and storefront theaters.

The newcomers all seemed to dress in degrees of black. They loved leather and boots, tattoos and rings. They were still dancing late at night while the old-timers were fast asleep, dreaming of their lost worlds.

My phone rang. "Nick. Frank," Stringfellow said. "You ready to write?"

"Shoot."

"Rebecca A. Westerfield." He spelled the last name, then gave me an address in Madison, Wisconsin.

"Thanks," I said. Oh, well. So much for my mystery girl. She'd been visiting the family store.

"You gonna get to that address verification soon?"

"Through rain, sleet and snow, Frank." I cranked the starter and put the Old's in gear.
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Rogers Park, north up the lake, was the last stop before the suburbs. It was a neighborhood of huge apartment buildings. The old white middle class had been replaced by poor blacks and immigrants, and a new middle class of white, blacks, and gay gentrifiers who were busy converting the apartments to condominiums, quickly pricing the poor right back out. One thing had stayed constant: finding parking was usually a problem.

So I took it as a good sign when I found a spot right in front of the Lake Breeze Apartments. For once, it wasn't false advertizing. The beach was a half block down.

I strolled into the courtyard and up to a side entrance. Nothing would stop me from my mission of verifying Leslie Crawford's address. I stepped into a small vestibule. On one of the mailboxes "L. Crawford" was printed in white on a strip of blue plastic tape. Under the name was another piece of plastic. "2-N." Second floor, north apartment.

Crawford's address was now verified. I'd earned my minimum fee, thirty bucks plus mileage. I could call it a day and go on a spending spree. But what the hell. I was a pro. I walked to the entrance directly across the courtyard. I jimmied the inside lock, then climbed two and a half flights to a window between the second and third floor. There were lights burning in the apartment across the way, the one on the north side of the second floor. There were curtains in the window. I could see a corner of a rug, a floor lamp, and the arm of an easy chair or sofa.

In the other second floor apartment, somebody was moving out. I stood there a couple of minutes, listening to the muted sound of assorted TVs, watching a crew of furniture movers at work. They were working much faster than any movers I'd ever hired.

I went back down the stairs and checked the apartment tags in the lobby, then across to Crawford's lobby. No doubt about it, someone had switched the tags for the second floor. 

I walked around the side of the building, where a moving van was parked, then out to my car to dial Stringfellow's number.

"Your boy's on the move," I said when he answered.

"Dammit."

"He almost had me. He switched the tags in the lobby. They're loading a truck right now."

"Give me half an hour," he said. "You got your tracking unit?"

"It's in the shop, Frank." I didn't have the heart to tell him I didn't own one. Stringfellow had one so advanced he could call an 800 number and find the current location, speed and direction of the vehicle he was shadowing.

"Nick, when it comes to technology, go the extra dollar."

"Frank, how can you lose a moving van?"

I walked down the block and sat on the cement wall at the turnaround. Behind me, the waves rolled in. An occasional gust of icy wind wafted from a mist moving slowly and steadily towards shore. A sailboat was heading for harbor. So long, Indian summer. I cupped my hands around a match and lit a cigarette.

Two cigarettes later, the truck nosed out of the driveway. On the side, an old time furniture mover tipped his hat. "Cheerful, Careful, Dependable Service," the sign read. But next to the drawing the name of the moving company had been painted over.

Three guys in jeans and T-shirts helped guide the driver out to the street. "Come on. Come on. Whoa!" they shouted. It was a fairly wide street and the truck wasn't all that big, but the driver seemed to be having a hell of a time getting out of the driveway.

When he finally did, I started up the block, but the truck didn't move. I went back to the turnaround. A few minutes later, a guy in a gray sharkskin suit walked out. From Stringfellow's description I knew this was probably Leslie Crawford.

He walked to a shiny black Mercedes, opened the door, then turned and waved. I turned around but there was nothing behind me but that cool white mist. The moving truck followed the Mercedes away. I hurried up the block to find four flat tires.

Stringfellow pulled up a few minutes after the service truck. "Jesus, Nick, you parked right in front. No wonder he made you."

"Frank, you see any other parking?" 

"Dammit, I hate this filthy town."

He was a big man. He looked like he might have once played professional football, but I knew he hadn't. He hated to sweat, he'd once confessed. Not a hair was out of place. His suit was buttoned, his tie tight. His shoes were polished to a fine gloss.

He left his spotless Caddy double-parked. I slipped the lock in the lobby. The apartment door stood slightly ajar. Stringfellow pushed it with a foot.

Crawford had left in a hurry. An air conditioner was half out of a window. A Hide-A-Bed sat with the mattress tied in place and the cushions gone. There was garbage scattered around. Lots of take-out food containers. Pizza boxes, hamburger wrappers, Chinese rice containers, assorted skin magazines. Girls. Boys. Boys and girls together.

"How can people live like this?" Stringfellow asked. I made a note to call a maid service before I invited him for tea.

He walked with his head down, watching every step, steering clear of the garbage. His hands were tucked in his pockets. Big as he was, he managed to move from room to room without touching anything but the floor.

In the kitchen, I opened the refrigerator then quickly closed it as the smell hit. There were eight coupons from a neighborhood pizza place stuck on a nail by the back door. Ten entitled you to one free pizza.

"He must have moved out of the hood," I held up the coupons for Stringfellow to see.

"I haven't had pizza since college."

"You went to college?"

"Yeah. While you were shaking down guys running red lights, I was reading sonnets."

"Speaking of shakedowns, what's Crawford running?"

"Oh, It's a long story," Stringfellow said. "My guy's a doc and Crawford got into his computer and pulled out a patient list."

"He broke into the office?"

"No. No. No. We're pretty sure he's some kind of hacker."

"Maybe he's into your computer. Might be how he knew you were coming?"

"Nick, I use the computer for billing and stuff like that."

"Your phone?"

"I got a guy comes once a month. It's always clean. Look, you worry about that truck you lost. I'll worry about my office."

Outside, the tow truck driver was still working on the Olds.

"Frank, about my tires." 

"Nick, thirty cents a mile. You know that."

"Sure, Frank. Sure. You want to give it to me now? Maybe I can get a cup of coffee." 
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The next morning was cool and windy, a typical gray November day. I picked up coffee on the way to my office, then spent some time paging through the Yellow Pages.

Every furniture mover in town seemed to know the story of Emanuel Jones, who'd died of carbon monoxide poisoning while working under a truck in his closed garage. Some thought he'd simply forgotten to hook up the exhaust tube that was found on the floor under the tailpipe. Others saw it as the work of some passing degenerate who'd pulled the tube out as a prank. Still others saw it as a crafty suicide.

Whatever the truth, the death had been the end of Manny's Moving and Storage. The company's equipment, including six trucks, had been auctioned off. I traced five of them easily enough, and they'd all been repainted. The last truck had ended up in the hands of some unknown "gypsy," one of the city's smaller movers, usually operating without a license or insurance. These companies didn't have Yellow Page listings. Most didn't even have offices.

But I was a pro, and the longer I worked, the quicker I'd recoup the money I'd spent on tire repairs.

I bounced all over the North Side, from one fly-by-night outfit to another. There'd been plenty of sightings but nobody seemed to know who was operating the truck. I was about to give up when I pulled next to a Hebard Storage truck at a light on Western Avenue.

"Hey, buddy," I shouted to a guy waving a cigarette out the passenger window. He held a quick consultation with the driver, then turned back my way. "Shitty Movers!" he shouted. "Only they spell it C-i-t-y. Lake and Morgan. Cheaper getting a trash compactor."

I waved and headed south to Lake Street and then turned east, under the elevated structure. 

A couple of blocks past Damen Avenue, there were several television news trucks. A group of people, mostly women and children, were marching back and forth with picket signs: THIS IS OUR HOME! WHERE IS THE REPLACEMENT HOUSING? "We're happy here!" they chanted. "We're happy here! We're happy here!" A passing elevated train drowned them out.

Behind the picketers, a wrecking crew was hard at work, demolishing a red brick high-rise, part of the Henry Horner Homes. This wasn't the worst public housing project in town, but it was a long way from the best. There were about twenty buildings, high-rises and mid-rises, bleak, government-issue places of red brick and concrete. No grass or trees, just hard-packed dirt and cement.

I sped up when I got past the trucks, but then something slowed me down. I wasn't sure what. Something I'd seen.

I made a U-turn and headed back past the picketers. "We're happy here! We're happy here!" The wrecking ball paid no attention. It crashed into the building. Bricks fell. A guy with a droopy garden hose tried his best, but the thin stream of water did little to stop the clouds of dust from rising.

A block down, in the parking lot of another high-rise, a red Honda with Wisconsin plates was parked between a rusted Ford and a burned-out panel truck.

There were no TV cameras on this side of the demolition site and no protesters, just a handful of sidewalk superintendents. Cheers sounded each time the wrecking ball hit. It was an unusual sound in a place where there was usually so little to cheer about. But now part of their home was being torn down and this group apparently saw it as good news.

I wondered if anyone really believed the guns and the drugs, the poverty and despair, would disappear with the buildings.

I took a quick walk around the Honda. Everything looked fine. The doors were locked, the windows closed. The car was clean. No bullet holes or blood, or signs of a struggle. The ignition appeared intact, no screwdrivers in the steering column, no loose wires under the dash.

"Hey, that's my car." 

I turned and there was the girl from yesterday. She was coming from the nearest building, holding hands with two black boys who were dressed in identical school uniforms. Gray pants, white shirts, red ties. But why weren't they in school? The older boy carried a flashlight. He was about ten years old. They both looked scared. Maybe they'd already learned an important ghetto lesson: white men generally meant trouble.

"Detective Phillips," I said and I flashed my P.I. license. "This your car?"

"Yes," she dragged the boys a few steps. "Is something wrong?"

I held out my hand. "Could I see some identification?"

She released the boys, took out a thin blue wallet, and then a Wisconsin driver's license. I took my time reading the same name and address I'd gotten from Stringfellow yesterday afternoon.

"OK, Rebecca." I handed the license back. "Sorry to bother you. A lot of stolen cars end up down this way. We see out-of-state plates on a nice looking ride we like to check it out."

"I understand," she said, sounding very earnest.

I should have quit right there. "Could I have a word in private?" I asked instead.

"Oh, sure." She turned to the boys. "Guys, thanks for walking me down." She pulled them into a big hug, one in each arm.

"Bye, Becky," they called, and then ran back inside.

"I don't know what you're doing here," I started my little speech. "It's none of my business, really. But I want to warn you. You might come down here ninety-nine times and everything's fine. But the hundredth time, the odds are gonna catch up with you. Something bad is going to happen. I can practically guarantee it."

"My friend told me the same thing," she said. She gestured and I looked up and there was a woman watching us from a breezeway about eight floors up.

"Smart lady," I said.

"She really is." 

"OK, Rebecca," I said. "I'll wait until you get out of here."

"It's Becky."

"OK, Becky. Have a nice day." I started for my car.

"Officer," she called behind me.

It had been years since anyone had called me that.

"The reason I was here..." she said, and she held out her hands like she was checking the weight of some invisible package. "My friend's son went out last night and he didn't came back. I was wondering if you could..."

"You'd have to call Missing Persons," I said. "I just handle stolen cars."

"She already called"—she was still holding the package—"and nobody really took her seriously. They said he wasn't gone long enough. I don't quite understand that, but I thought maybe if you said something. I just thought it might be that my friends are so poor and that they live here and that they're black." She was going about a mile a minute now, moving the package around, checking for the label, the return address, postage, whatever. "I'm not saying the police are racist or anything, but I think sometimes they might try harder if the person had more money or lived somewhere else or something." She ran out of steam, dropped her arms, and stood looking at me.

I opened my notebook. "What's your friend's name?" 

"Jimmy," she said, and I thought instantly of the Jimmy from the Westerfield store. "Jimmy Madison," she said, confirming my guess. Jimmy Madison from Madison Street. Jimmy who'd been worried about telling a few white lies.
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