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The Girl: Eighteen to twenty years old, five feet tall, from ninety to ninety-five pounds, dressed flapper-style with a cloche hat and chocolate-colored dress or skirt and blouse. Police are looking for her as a suspect in a MURDER case.

The Man: Thirty to thirty-five years old, six feet one or two inches tall, weighted one hundred fifty to one hundred fifty-five pounds, wore a gray fedora and a gray suit and his hair “sheik” style. The police want him as an accomplice to MURDER.

Anyone knowing the whereabouts of the girl or the man, call FRanklin-1064.

—The Chicago Statesman, Friday, 5 June 1925


Monday, 10 August 1925

“I SAID, ‘MY wife’s got the biggest cock I ever seen.’”

Frank West should have thought a moment before answering the defense attorney’s question, but he swore to tell the truth and the whole truth, and that’s what he did.

The gasp of shock from the courtroom crowd was so loud passersby on the sidewalk two stories below stopped and looked up. What in the hell was going on in Judge J.P. Clover’s courtroom? The men glanced at their pocket watches. A few minutes after ten o’clock in the morning was way too early for any sort of high jinks.

The gasp was so strong, in fact, it sucked up every ounce of air inside the courtroom and, for a split second, froze everyone in place.


Part One

 


Thursday, 4 June 1925

NORMA’S FIRST SET had gone swell. The audiences at the Cat’s Pajamas liked the jazzier numbers, nothing by Rudy Vallée or any of the sentimental boys. They wanted songs with a bit of oomph and a generous splash of blue.

“I’m a Jazz Vampire” had become her signature number, and she knocked them out earlier tonight when she let down her hair and growled:

 

It’s easy to see.

Try as they might to fight it,

the men swarm after me.

I never leave them unkissed

’cause none can resist

aaaaaa jazz vampire.

 

She swung her hips. Her bosoms followed all on their own. Caught by the spotlight, the silver beads on the black fabric of her dress glittered like the Milky Way.

But now, in the tiny room the women performers used, one after another, as a dressing room, she took a breather between sets. Dressing room. What a laugh. A broom closet came closer to describing it. She hung her dresses on one of the nails in the wall to her left. Two sawhorses with a board across them and a scrap of mirror leaning against the wall served as a vanity. A naked light bulb with a pull chain dangled from the ceiling over the board. Class. Real class.

At least she had a stage and an audience.

The P.J. Orchestra blared as another woman belted out a number. Orchestra. That’s about as funny as dressing room. But that’s what they called themselves, an orchestra. Norma thought a four-piece band was too skimpy for such a grandiose word. Still, they were as good as it got in a joint like the Cat’s Pajamas. The boys kept up with all the hits, too, and had all of Marion Harris’s numbers down pat. She covered the star’s biggest hits, like “I’m Nobody’s Baby” and “I Ain’t Got Nobody,” and a few by other recording artists in her first set. She liked to strut to Mamie Smith’s “You Can’t Keep a Good Man Down,” adding “but I can sure keep him up” here and there to Smith’s lyrics. Norma always made a song her own.

Her favorite songs told the same story with minor differences: a woman aches for her man, but he’s not around, and she suspects he’s romancing another woman. Sometimes she kills the other woman. Sometimes she kills the man. She’s always caught, tried, convicted, and sings about her sorry state while locked up on death row.

But her audiences—all men with, sometimes, a handful of women—wanted the rawer songs that lent themselves to all sorts of boob-and-butt twists. They ate it up in healthy portions, with a spoon.

Norma adored all the women who sang their hearts out on the radio and on records, all jazz-filled, jazz-lived. Except for one. She hated everything that bitch Fanny Brice sang. Fanny! Why not call yourself Assy Brice or Butty Brice? That would make as much goddamned sense as Fanny!

Norma sang two sets each of the nights that she worked, Wednesdays and Thursdays, from nine o’clock to ten and again eleven to midnight. Bigger names than hers took over the stage on Fridays and Saturdays. Between her sets, other acts kept the customers entertained. They were all singers too, of course. Solos, duets, trios—all accompanied by the orchestra: a piano, trumpet, clarinet, and drums. After finishing her last set, she and the other legit acts scrammed, and strippers took over the stage until closing at four o’clock. She always tried to leave shortly after midnight. Bernie, the stage manager, never even tries to hide his leer when he tells her good night. What would she want with small fry like him? When she goes fishing, she trawls for the big boys with the big jobs and the bigger bank accounts. A real three-course meal, that’s what she called them, not a snack like Bernie.

Besides, she needed to hurry home. She had Frank to take care of.

And Jenny.

A pitiful excuse for a man, Frank didn’t know how to take a piss on his own. He called himself an automobile mechanic but hadn’t worked in ten years. Maybe longer. Jenny wasn’t much better. Helpless, the both of them. Like babes in the woods. That’s the real reason they were with her. Norma had no illusions about relationships. You had to get something out of being with someone, or why bother? She paid the rent, fed them, clothed them, and got them out of the apartment for fresh air once in a while. If she wasn’t in their lives, God knows where they would be. Frank in a grave. Jenny knocked up, more than once by now, diseased, and on her way to the grave too.

Frank was knee-deep in the grave already. Junkies don’t last long. Their skin goes ashen and weird to the touch. Their eyes get dull and blind-like unless the junkie drops heroin in them. That makes them glisten, as vivid as the hallucinations lurking behind them, eager to get out once the needle goes in. Frank would skip a week’s worth of grub without a second thought for half a hypo of the stuff. The morgues were full of junkies. Constellations of track marks covered the obvious, and all-too-often not-so-obvious, places on their bodies. Frank hid his between his balls and asshole.

She saved Frank from dying on the streets years ago. Lucky Frank.

Cute, petite Jenny was a whole other matter, but she got to the point where she took a liking to the stuff, too, and couldn’t resist a needle. Still, you had to hand it to the kid. She kicked the habit cold turkey, even if she almost died in the process. Frank would never be as brave—or as stubborn.

Jenny had a schoolgirl’s charm, even if she hadn’t seen the inside of a classroom for years. Her porcelain skin subtracted a decade off the date on her birth certificate, and she became popular with the type of man who turned into a slobbering pig when she walked into a room wearing a little girl’s ruffled pinafore and a big pink bow in her hair. Plenty of houses would offer a girl with her looks and talent a large cut of what she brought in, not the trifle most girls got, to make sure she didn’t stray to another house, but Jenny didn’t work for any of them anymore.

Not long after they met, Norma took charge, arranging everything for her. Jenny worked the occasional party with big shots from out of town or with city hall’s bigwigs with a penchant for the underage. French. That’s all Norma allowed now. She didn’t want a brat in the apartment, its screams and shitty diapers all over the place, or for Jenny to bleed to death from a botched fix-it. Norma had already invested too much money in her to let that happen. Besides, men paid big bucks for French, as rare in the bedrooms of Chicago’s happily married as a real French whore in its bordellos. Jenny’s ticket these days was French from a schoolgirl. She made a killing. Norma’s cut wasn’t half bad.

Most girls, even the ones in the best houses—those with thick carpets on the floors, a piano in the drawing room, servants in livery—don’t last long either. Junkies and whores: lives that burn bright for a few years, then pft! Despite the legends that ran rampant among the working girls, none had a snowball’s chance in hell of meeting the man of their dreams who would sweep them off their feet, turn a blind eye to their sordid history, and flip the quickie they were having into a honeymoon.

Norma gave Frank and Jenny stability in their lives and a chance to survive in one fashion or another. Sure, she bought Frank his stuff and even experimented once herself. She tried a drop or two in her eyes. The high it gave her with one hand stole her self-control with the other, and that made her vulnerable, an easy target for the cops and the wise guys who were always trying to muscle in on a good thing when they found it. She fought its allure for months.

So what if Jenny still worked? She worked for Norma once a week, maybe twice, and none of that crazy stuff like at other houses. Norma kept her safe. Norma kept all her girls safe.

Norma made all the difference in the world to both of them, but they never showed her an ounce of gratitude. Never a thank-you or a surprise bauble in return, just take, take, take. That’s what you get from a junkie and a whore, a whole truckload of nothing!

And Lord, they fought! They argued day in, day out. One would leave a pair of shoes in the hall, the other would stumble on them and blow up. Or one would snatch up the last slice of cake or pie, and angry words would turn into slaps and tears into bruises. They burned with jealousy when Norma paid the least bit more attention to one than the other. The one who smarted over being ignored would explode into threats and obscenities, and the two were at each other’s throats, fangs and claws bared, fists swinging.

Norma stepped in and reminded each of them about the many times she put him or her into the center of her heart and promised to love and to take care of them, body and soul. She did, too, didn’t she? She never broke a promise. Not to them. Not to anybody.

When either was under the weather, who sat by their bed day and night and, one spoonful of chicken soup after another, nursed them to health?

Her, that’s who.

When she moved from one apartment to another, who let them tag along, never asking either of them to chip in on the rent?

Norma. That’s who.

When she found she had a little extra cash after paying off the utility and grocery bills, the girls’ percentages, and even the cops on the beat, who took them out on the town, one swanky joint after another, and paid for everything?

Norma. Norma. Norma. Nobody else would have bothered.

The times she had to go out—sometimes to substitute for one of the girls but way too often because she needed to get away from Frank and Jenny—were the worst. The brouhaha happened the same way every time.

Norma would be in her step-in and brassiere, sitting in front of her vanity, painting her eyes, rouging her cheeks, when Jenny came to the door of her bedroom, leaned on the doorjamb, and after a few minutes of doe-eyed staring, tiptoed into the room and started in. Why did Norma have to go out? Couldn’t she find another girl for the date? She must have more fun with a total stranger than with them. Didn’t she love them anymore? Why didn’t she like being around them? What had they done?

On and on.

Jenny sulked for a minute or two as Norma continued to doll herself up, ignoring the questions, refusing to be baited into an argument until Jenny took the hint and stormed out of the room, slamming Norma’s door. She slammed the door to her room too.

The slamming signaled Frank that something was up. He would come to Norma’s room, open the door without knocking but not come in. Instead, he leaned on the doorjamb too, watching Norma step into her dress, pull it up, and button the buttons. He wouldn’t say a word or bat an eye, just watch, another doe-eyed stare.

As Norma went looking for her pocketbook, Frank stormed into Jenny’s bedroom where she lay on the bed and blamed her for Norma’s date. “If you worked more often, she wouldn’t have to.”

Jenny would strike back: “If you weren’t a junkie and had a job, she wouldn’t have to either.”

On and on.

By the time Norma opened the apartment door to leave, the tug-of-war of threats and obscenities had already been underway for far too long.

When she pulled the door shut after her, disgusted by Frank and Jenny’s routine, she left them to work out the problems they had with each other on their own. Norma had had it with their circus.

Frank got the worst of the fight, scratches and bruises that lasted a couple of weeks. Good thing too. If Jenny were as banged up as he, her customers might get the wrong idea and become one more problem for Norma.

During the worst of their rows, Norma fantasized packing her bags and hightailing it out of there, but she had to admit that they provided excellent camouflage. What she earned as a chanteuse, a word she learned from a pansy named Georgie who promised to make her famous one day, she had to stretch thin to cover the cost of their groceries for a week. Her entrepreneurship brought in their real dough.

Sure, once or twice the cop on the beat raised his fee, and to show her he meant business, he sent the vice squad to close her down and haul her into headquarters. She paid her fine at the police court, and the next night, when Officer So-and-So knocked on her door, she was ready with a wad of bills: the new payoff he asked for and a few extra bucks to show him there were no hard feelings.

Business was business.

She played the role of dutiful wife whenever she left the apartment or met the neighbors. Who would guess a woman with a husband and a younger sister living with her would run a stable of girls in the rooms across the hall from her apartment and even join in the fun once in a while? What man in his right mind would believe such depravity existed? No husband would allow such a thing. Wives didn’t act that way. No woman would place her younger, innocent sister in such close proximity to that sort of perversity. The idea was preposterous.

Their denial let her get away with whatever she wanted.

As much of a pain as Frank and Jenny were, they were vital to her masquerade. Like it or not, she needed them as much as they needed her.

Her only escape from them was her career. Oh, but she loved to sing!

Georgie offered to manage her, write original, risqué songs for her, no more of the recycled crap others like Marion Harris or that piece of shit, that Butty Brice, had already turned into hits. He wanted to team her up with a chorus line of pansies, some in drag, others not. Like the shows in Bronzeville. Each time he brought it up to her, more often than not eyeball-deep in his cups, she answered, “Find me a stage big enough for a production like that and enough talented kids to go with it, and I’ll sign on the dotted line just like”—she snapped her fingers—“that.” In a manner of minutes, he forgot about the whole thing. The next time they ran into each other, he started up all over again.

Being a chanteuse almost satisfied her sense of nostalgia, which nagged at her. Her days as Mae Fullerton—what she called her “Mae Days,” a bittersweet joke—were long gone, fifteen years now, but the memory of the spotlight and the applause, the standing ovations, the dailies’ rave notices—no girl forgot the experience, not ever, that she had once been almost famous.

It was a dirty shame her Mae Days had run their course so quickly.

A knock on her door and the stagehand’s “You’re up next, Miss West” snapped Norma out of her reverie.

In the wings, Norma tuned out the MC’s introduction. She had heard it a million times and knew it by heart. She was a huge hit on hundreds, if not thousands, of tours. She appeared before all the crowned heads of Europe and in every major city in the U.S. of A. He laid it on thick, a few seconds of blowing smoke before she took the stage. “Norma West” has never appeared onstage anywhere outside of Chicago, and the MC didn’t have a clue about Mae Fullerton, who toured with the Tiger Liles, the indisputable headliner of the troupe. Just one other person in Chicago, Frank, knew about Mae Fullerton, but Norma didn’t worry. She would bet her bottom dollar that he would just as soon forget all about that dame as whisper a single syllable about her.

*

ANNA REESMER RESTED the mouthpiece of the telephone against her bosom and whispered to her husband, “Alice needs a lift again, dear. Would you mind?”

“Tell her to take a taxi,” Daniel said from behind the Wall Street Journal. Anna had just finished washing dinner dishes and joined Daniel, settled in his favorite easy chair, newspaper in hand.

Alice had made a habit of calling to ask for rides home, three times in as many days this week already. Home from the market. Home from the bank. Home from the hairdresser. He was tired of her taking advantage of his generous nature.

Besides, the fact that she never asked him to take her to some place, just away from one, confounded him. How did she get herself to if she had no way to get from? It made no sense, and he was done with her interrupting his life every time he turned around, asking for rides.

“You know how she feels about being in a stranger’s automobile at night. Won’t you, please?”

Daniel sank deeper into the easy chair, rustled the newspaper, and tried to ignore Anna’s expression, a beseeching puppy dog with an unwavering stare. That look, which she put on and took off as easily as a mask, always appeared when she wanted something from him that he didn’t want to give her.

A few seconds passed, followed by a few more. He hoped Anna would hang up soon. As half a dozen more seconds lined themselves up, ready to stroll by, he sputtered, “All right! All right!” He wadded, not folded, the paper and tossed it onto the coffee table. “I’ll grab my keys.” He sighed, picked the newspaper up, and folded it before replacing it dead center on the coffee table.

She covered the mouthpiece of the telephone with her hand and whispered, “You’re an angel, dear, and to show you how sweet I think you are, I’ll tag along to keep you company. We’ll have fun, getting out together for a drive.” She spoke into the mouthpiece again. “We’ll be there soon, Alice. No! No bother at all.”

To Daniel, she said, “Give me a moment or two while I find my pocketbook. I thought I left it on the dining room table, but maybe it’s in in the bedroom. Let me check.” She crossed the living room and lumbered up the stairs. A sharp pain jabbed her leg and she winced. Her right knee gave her problems every once in a while.

Anna had grown old by Daniel’s side, old and pinched. Her lips were thinner and pursed now, and worst of all, her once-porcelain skin, the prize of her youth, had turned sallow and sagged. Not yet fifty, her body had become cranky most days, every muscle and bone complaining when she moved.

Oh, she had been blessed, despite a few problems. She had more money in her household budget than any of her friends. Her daughter, a handsome girl, grew lovelier by the day. Daniel didn’t deny her anything she wanted, despite his grumbling. She didn’t mean to complain, but she had nothing to look forward to when she woke up in the morning and nothing to dream about as she fell asleep at night.

The mahjong parties the wives of Daniel’s business associates held while the men were out on the town with their cronies, shaking hands over deals and signing contracts, bored her to tears. The Sunday sermons at the United Methodist Church, where Daniel had dragged her every Sunday since they married, bored her to death. Daniel bored her too. He was just sixty-two; he acted as if he were a hundred sixty-two. Even the grandfather clock in the foyer, its ticktock—Old, pinched. Old, pinched. Old, pinched—filling the house when she was alone, as she always was these days, bored her as much as anything else.

Daniel and Eleanor were absorbed in their own lives, Daniel with his insurance work and Eleanor with school and that boyfriend of hers. They abandoned her in the evening to listen to her favorite radio programs alone.

Months ago, out of the blue, memories of Johnny ambushed her, at first just once or twice a month but lately, beginning three weeks ago today, hour after hour.

A young man standing on a corner reminded her of Johnny, and that’s what started the memories flooding her, although if asked why that young man and not some other, she would have drawn a blank. “Jaunty Johnny,” Johnny’s stage name, was one of a kind. Maybe the tilt of the young man’s fedora or his oh-so-confident stance brought Johnny back to her. Still, she was overwhelmed when the rush of memories assailed her like a pack of wolves: his devilish smile, the tickle of his whispers along her neck, how his hands ran over her body when they were in bed as if she were the favorite of the many pianos that he played.

She didn’t want to think about Johnny. He was long gone. The memories didn’t do her any good. In fact, reliving her life with him hurt, but try as she might—and she did try, day and night—to blot the memories out, she didn’t have strength enough to fight them. Then a week ago, the pleasure of remembering him arrived hand in hand with the pain of remembering him. Unhampered now, the memories of Johnny slipped in and out of her consciousness easy as a breeze through a window in springtime, and as much as the memories hurt, she loved them. She invited them.

Pain doubling up with pleasure was perverse, but maybe that particular perversity was old age’s henchman. Old, pinched. Old, pinched.

Anna didn’t just owe Daniel her love but her gratitude as well. He saved her when she needed saving. He saved Eleanor long before she even needed a lifeline. Still, he was far from perfect, and his stubbornness graced the top of the list of his faults. Inflexible when he made up his mind and so concerned about his image, he was dead set against Eleanor and her young man. The boy’s father owned a saloon in the Levee, had made a small fortune, but his money was, according to Daniel, the wrong kind of money. The more Daniel ranted and raved about how unacceptable the match was, the deeper Eleanor dug her heels in until, a few weeks ago, she threatened to elope with the boy. If Daniel had ignored Eleanor’s infatuation—and her “love” didn’t amount to any more than that—their relationship would have run its course and faded away by now.

Daniel reminded Anna of her father when he dealt with the workings of the heart. Peas in a pod, those two.

Daniel was sure Eleanor’s puppy love would reflect on him. If people found out about the father’s saloon, he would lose friends and his social standing. And with his recent run of good luck, catching those mobsters in Hammond—

Or Gary? She couldn’t keep all the folderol he was involved in straight.

Leading the investigation that got the mobsters arrested had brought him to the attention of all the right men in all the right places, the wives of his business partners told her, and all sorts of doors might open for him.

When he got on his high horse about Eleanor’s beau, she wanted to say, “Well, a great deal less than an innocent romance has destroyed many a woman’s dreams.” Instead, she held her tongue.

At the same time, on those nights when Daniel and Eleanor broke into a screaming match over the boy, when afterwards, she held Eleanor sobbing her eyes out, Anna wanted to tell her daughter, “You should follow your heart. That’s the only way to live your life.” She hadn’t been able to, and look where her heart got her: a boring husband, a boring life, and more regrets than she could count on both hands.

She did make one promise to her daughter though. No matter what, she wouldn’t let Daniel get in the way of Eleanor’s happiness, not with the boy, not with anything or anyone else. She promised. Cross her heart and hope to die.

Sometimes, late at night, when she remembered Johnny, his eyes sparkling, his sweet nothings filling her with thoughts she shouldn’t be having as she lay next to Daniel, she regretted so much. She shouldn’t have told Johnny about her pregnancy and just taken care of the problem on her own. Alice had married Dickie by then and kept enough cash on hand to slip her whatever she needed to go to one of those doctors who would fix it without anyone being any the wiser.

How different her life would have been. Better. So much better!

Well, at least not as boring.

Johnny was a big shot musician these days and a happily-married family man—if the newspapers were correct. She read a spread on him a few years earlier in the Sunday Tribune, a hometown-boy-makes-good piece. From Chicago, he followed the steps of many of the Windy City’s star musicians all the way to New York. He hit the big time there, owning his own club in Manhattan and leading his own orchestra. His records sold thousands of copies. He toured coast to coast. In the cabarets where he performs now, the SRO crowds dance the Charleston and the Black Bottom to his jazzy numbers.

That’s what the article reported.

The bright lights! The music! The applause! The adoration!

She, on the other hand, spreads a deck of cards in front of her on the dining room table every late afternoon, waiting for Daniel to get home from the office, slouch on his favorite chair, the one nearest the radio, and shield himself from her behind the Tribune or the Wall Street Journal. Driving with Daniel to pick up Alice at Orchestra Hall would be as dull as dishwater but, at least, a diversion, something to do, and a respite from the grandfather clock’s old, pinched. Old, pinched. Old—

A few steps up the stairs, she happened to look down. “Oh, there’s my pocketbook on the sideboard.” She muttered to herself, “I’d forget my head if it wasn’t tied on.”

Cloistered in her bedroom on the second floor, Eleanor had her nose in her books, studying for a test.

“We’re going to pick up Aunt Alice at the symphony and drive her home,” Anna yelled up the stairs. “Home by eleven. Keep the doors locked.”

A few seconds passed before Eleanor looked up from her book, Ivanhoe, the assigned novel for the English lit survey class she had already failed twice. She had to pass the course this summer if she wanted to graduate on time. She yelled “Drive careful” at the ceiling in her room, but Anna and Daniel were already out the door, and they didn’t hear her.

*

VICTOR WINCHESTER THANKED the sergeant on duty and offered his arm to Mamie. He glanced around the Harrison Street Police Station, looking for his buddy Paul Sammy, but Paul wasn’t there. He must be home. Or out tomcatting around. That Paul, always on the make, engaged to be married or not.

Victor met Mamie two months earlier, a few days after she left Alton, Illinois, on a one-way ticket on the Panama Limited to Chicago. Like hundreds of other young women who trekked from all over the Midwest to the Windy City full of big, beautiful dreams, she ran up against a bigger, ugly reality: no money and no skills to help her land a job. She didn’t have a clue, just a dream.

The man she met in Union Station, who offered to help her find a place to live, telephoned Victor less than two weeks later.

Victor walked Mamie through the heavy double doors and out of the police station a few minutes before ten o’clock. On the sidewalk, he tipped his hat to her, wishing her a good night. She put her hand on his arm, stopping him from leaving, stood on her tiptoes, and whispered in his ear. He patted her on the shoulder and said a few words. She said a few more back. He shook his head, turned, and took off—a brisk, no-nonsense walk—heading north toward Towertown.

He rented a room on Towertown’s outskirts, in a boardinghouse on Crilly Court in a sleazy neighborhood. He didn’t mind. In fact, he appreciated the area’s sordidness. His room’s previous tenant got himself mixed up in a scandal, cops arrested him, and he lost his job at the post office. Turns out, he had a fondness for other men. Landladies can ignore plenty if they want to keep their houses full of lodgers as long as the boarders kept their business to themselves, but he caused a public scandal. Everyone in the neighborhood had read about it in the newspaper. She didn’t want her place known as a haven for perverts. She kicked him out. How she coped with the whorehouses on either end of the block was anyone’s guess.

Everyone loved Victor Andrew Winchester. His father, his mother, his sisters and brothers. The neighbors, too, who held him up as a role model for their sons. “See?” they would say to their boys. “See what that Victor Winchester has made of himself? He didn’t grow up to be no grocer like his papa. He’s come up in the world. Pulled himself up by his own bootstraps. A lawyer, for God’s sake. You could be one, too, with a little work. You’re smarter than him, way smarter. Think how far you could go. You could even be president, like Mr. Coolidge, I bet!”

Even his clients loved him, the ladies of the night, like Mamie, most of all, offering him freebies for getting this or that charge dropped, a conviction erased from their record, bail money set so low a kid’s allowance would cover it. He always gave them a warm smile, adding, “No, thanks. I’m married.” He would skip a beat, lean close, and add, “To my work,” his eyes so dreamy that they melted the women’s hearts and sent the blood racing in all directions of their body but ending up at the same place.

That didn’t stop them. They would go him one better. “Don’t want no ring, Mr. Winchester,” they said. “Just want to give you some thanks—an hour’s worth, a night’s. A freebie. Your call.”

He took their hands—his were firm without a blister or callus—all the while giving them that million-dollar smile of his. The corners of his eyes crinkled a tad when he did. His dimples dug into his cheeks. The cleft in his chin did nothing and didn’t have to. It was a lady-killer all on its own. “Keep out of trouble,” he would say to Kitty or Laverne or Madge, “but if you can’t, remember to call me.”

They would giggle, turn, and leave, their high heels clacking down the sidewalk for days.

No one blamed Kitty or Laverne or Madge. Victor broke hearts just by walking into a room. A dapper dresser, not showy like a pansy but put together. His nails, now that’s revealing. His nails were always clipped but not so close to the quick that they were red and painful-looking. No, they were the perfect length, not slashes horizontal to his knuckles, either, but perfect semicircles. All ten of them. And clean!

His cleft chin and his thick, dark hair—that’s what stuck in people’s minds. And, of course, his all-American smile and the dimples that went with it.

The next morning, after getting a chippie out of the slammer, her pimp sent a messenger boy with an envelope, “Mr. V.A. Winchester, 1710 Crilly Court, City” printed on it in ink. Her pimp stuffed it with more bills than Victor charged to defend whores but, as far as the pimp was concerned, not even close to what Victor was worth.

*

DANIEL AND ANNA didn’t say a word to each other as they settled into the Durant. After all these years of marriage, living side by side, day after day, they didn’t have to. At least, that’s how Anna described their silences when, a few years earlier, she gave Eleanor the talk all mothers give their daughters.

“When you find the right man as I have with your father,” Anna explained, “you’ll know what he’s thinking, what he wants, what he’s interested in doing without his having to breathe a word.” Anna’s mother lied to her about the same thing the night she and Daniel married. He perfected his loud sigh and the way he hid behind newspapers every evening long before the honeymoon ended. She caught on right away, too, and stopped her chitchat. He’d had such hard days at the office, too many meetings, so much talking, talking, talking—he deserved a good, home-cooked meal and peace and quiet once he got home, but what did she deserve?

Daniel backed the Durant out of the garage, gritting his teeth. Why couldn’t Anna just tell Alice to call a taxi? Plenty of other widow women were anxious about getting into taxis, what with all the crime these days, but they bit the bullet, hailed a cab anyway, and ordered the driver to deliver them to an address. What made Alice so precious?

When Alice’s husband Dickie—What a silly name for a grown man!—died three years ago last April from a bad heart and gout, he left her a fortune. If she were so afraid, she had enough money in her and Dickie’s account to hire a bodyguard to tag along wherever she went. A taxi ride from Orchestra Hall to her home on Astor wouldn’t cost her more than a dime, two bits tops. The trip would cost him half a dollar—half a dollar!—in gas, driving from their apartment in Uptown to the Loop and back. She never offered to give him any money for the gas he spent his hard-earned cash on either. He checked his pocket watch. Nearly ten thirty. He had already put in a full day’s work and needed to be up early in the morning. Alice was a spoiled brat, Dickie’s and her father’s doing.

He promised himself this would be the last time, sister-in-law or not!

As Daniel steered the Durant down Thorndale toward Lake Michigan, Anna wanted to apologize again, but his inflexibility exhausted her. Any interruption in his routine, however brief, angered him beyond reason, and he would sulk for hours. Like now.

Daniel was a good husband. Anna couldn’t have asked for a better provider for her and her daughter—their daughter—but he was a cheapskate. An insurance adjuster, the senior of his company’s two vice presidents with more money in the bank than he knew what to do with, he wouldn’t spend a cent on anything but the essentials—food, utility bills, gas for the sedan. And insurance. They were insured for everything under the sun and then some.

Months ago, he got his first write-up in the Tribune for heading up an investigation of an insurance fraud scheme, something about automobiles crossing state lines. Through the investigation, police ended up arresting half a dozen mobsters in both Chicago and Indiana, and well, the ins and outs of the probe were a mystery to her. He had gotten a huge raise and instant and intense public recognition. But the rest? The ladies in her canasta club said their husbands said he was on his way to the city council or maybe even a governor-appointed state post.

“How would you like to move to Springfield?” one asked, half joking.

“Not on your life.” She meant it.

Whatever political office he might land would do her little good. A teetotaler, he wouldn’t be caught dead at a cabaret, much less a blind pig. A deacon at the United Methodist Church, he turned his nose up at vaudeville and flickers and even at opera and legitimate theater. You might confuse him with being a Puritan, the way he went on and on about them. He even drew the line at Riverside Amusement Park, the first stop on the fast train to hell, if you asked him.

Of course, his job gave him an exception to his thou-shall-nots. He took clients out on the town, venturing into the resorts where Satan and his henchmen lurked behind every bottle of scotch and every tart serving it, but he didn’t like risking his soul, and he had the Lord’s Prayer on his lips every second he spent in the heart of the debauchery.

Daniel was nothing like Johnny Simms, that’s for sure. Johnny, a maestro of ragtime, took her places and showed her off and, in the process, syncopated himself into her heart. Full of fun and adventure, he loved the nightlife, and the nightlife loved him back. Hard.

They had been seeing each other for a couple of weeks when she and Alice were on the front porch, and Alice whispered to her that he was no good, that he had a bad reputation, that she would be sorry if she kept stepping out with him. A few weeks after that, her father echoed her sister’s sentiments but louder and at the dinner table. He even went a step farther. He forbade her from seeing Johnny ever again. So she stopped “seeing him.” Instead, she moved out of her father’s Prairie Avenue mansion and shacked up with Johnny in his two-room attic apartment in Towertown, her reputation be damned.

Two days after telling Johnny they had to get married, she went to get groceries at Ricci’s. She carried the two bags up three flights of stairs to their place. Her hands were full. She tapped the door with her toe. “Johnny,” she yelled. “Open up.”

He didn’t.

“Open the door, Johnny! The bags are getting heavy.”

The door remained shut.

She set the bags down on the floor outside of the door, careful of the eggs. She jiggled the knob, and the door swung open. She had locked it behind her when she left, and it still should have been locked. She was concerned. The apartment—a tiny living room, a bedroom with enough space for a bed but no bureau or nightstand, and a galley kitchen with an icebox—was empty. She ran to the closet. Both of his suits had disappeared, and his underwear, socks, shoes, and ties were gone from the camelback chest in the living room.

She had the oddest sensation, as if she had stepped out of her body and floated to the ceiling. Below, she watched herself twitch and gasp for breath. Her hands fluttered like birds struck by a bullet, flailing, flailing across the living room, landing here and there on this or that stick of furniture before flinging themselves into the air again and landing on another piece, from one to the next, one to the next. Then she was back on the floor. The front door slammed, followed by the bedroom door slamming even louder. The bed springs squeaked. A thunderstorm of sobs blackened the room.

She woke up before dawn the next morning and broke every cup, glass, and plate in the cupboard. Exhausted, she slipped into bed, again, and pulled the blanket over her head.

The morning of the third day, she washed her face, put on her best dress and hat, and opened the apartment door. She almost tripped over the two bags of groceries she had left there, but she picked them up in a huff and carried them down the stairs. She tossed them into the oil drum at the corner of the building, the one in which the residents dumped all their trash.

She headed down the street to Ricci’s to buy a Tribune and search the want ads. She was young. She was going to land herself a job by hook or crook—she didn’t care which—and make a living for herself and her—her—baby.

*

AFTER EXPLAINING TO Mamie that he wasn’t interested in her offer, as tempting as it was, and saying good night, Victor walked east on Harrison and turned north onto Clark. Chicago born and bred, Victor loved his hometown, with its broad streets overflowing with the sun in the summer, its parks and lakefront, its millionaire-making commerce, and its bustling nightlife filled with jazz and bathtub gin and salacious dancing. He loved the urban noises, traffic’s tangle of screeches and horns along North Clark Street during the day, the sirens crisscrossing the Loop late at night, and the pigeons cooing at dawn along Oak Street Beach. He even loved the stench of blood that the winds blew from the stockyards over one neighborhood to the next and to the one after that until it wafted through the windows of his room in Towertown.

He guessed the time was close to eleven o’clock. He forgot his watch at home in his hurry to get to the police station and spring Mamie from jail. Again. He doubted she would ever learn to size a john up before reciting her sexual menu. She had been on the streets long enough now that she ought to spot a cop a mile away, but every few weeks, her pimp called him. “Mamie’s in the joint again,” the man whom Victor has never laid eyes on says. “Go spring her.”

Late weekday nights, before the weekend turned the streets into insane asylums of out-of-town thrill seekers, were his favorite time to walk through Chicago, and he walked all the time. His brother Tommy often joked that Victor was too stingy to take a taxi or even a trolley. And forget the L. Victor always countered that walking kept him trim. He wasn’t exactly stingy, although he did count his pennies. The simple truth was he wanted to love Chicago up close.

No one ever sees a city while zipping along in an automobile or on a trolley—not even those who were born and lived there all their lives. They miss the stains on the sidewalks—the outlines of puddles of blood, vomit, or piss—and they can’t appreciate the graffiti on building walls or street signs. They’re too far away from the job ads in storefront windows to read them, and they’ll never catch anyone’s eye to wish her a good morning or him a good night.

Tourists are the worst. They go in for the big picture, not the details—the masquerade of a clean, jagged skyline of buildings, the Morse code of blinking signs of Mandel’s and the Fair, or the clean and boundless expanse of Lake Michigan’s horizon. They arrive with suitcases full of excitement, hoping to bump into what will become memories that they can describe with a fanfare to family and friends at home. They go to the expected: the Art Institute, the Water Tower, the Dill Pickle, and maybe, if they’re adventurous, the Plantation Inn. They take in a show at the Chicago in the Loop or, if they’re men without their wives and kiddies tagging along, slip down to the Rialto on South State Street, where the dames strut bare-chested through the audience and across the stage. They snap their suitcases shut at the end of their trip and check out of the Palmer House or the Sherman. When they open them at home, memories parade out, more beautiful and expensive than the real thing, and they become even more gorgeous and spendthrift with each telling.

They miss the real city they’re visiting. Afraid of what they’ll see, tourists never glance into the alleys that they pass on their way to this restaurant or that vaudeville performance. Nobody wants to lug home the memories of a swarm of blue-tailed flies and a parade of stomach-churning stenches.

Or a mangled body tossed there in a hurry.

Details aren’t their cup of tea.

Victor lived amid the reek of rotted fruit, vegetables, and flesh, batting the flies away, holding his nose when the stench of piss or vomit threatened to overwhelm him, and has all his life. That’s what big city life is all about, as far as he was concerned anyway. The stench and the buzzing were as much a part of him as his blood and breath.

And the whorehouses at either end of his block were too.

Victor crossed the bridge over the Chicago River, the automobile traffic almost nonexistent this late on a weekday night. He wanted to stop and enjoy the lullaby of the river’s soft splashes and the caress of the lake breeze, but he had a full schedule tomorrow. He needed to get home and get some shut-eye.

He continued up Clark Street to Bughouse Square, a park that took up one city block with grass, clots of shrubs, and bundles of trees. A sidewalk sliced through the grass on a diagonal, and wooden benches lined both sides of the walk. At night, the few lamps along the streets that bordered the park tossed dingy halos of light onto the sidewalks.

He didn’t see a soul out. Most nights, at least a few men strolled around and around the perimeter and up and down the sidewalks for hours. Why not tonight, Victor didn’t have a clue. He might be too early or too late. No one’s shown up yet, or everyone’s already gone home or off to find some privacy with whomever they picked up. Not that the emptiness mattered to him. He was on his way to his own room and bed. Alone.

At Clark and Oak, the neon across a large window that spelled “The Cat’s Pajamas” caught his eye, and he stopped. A sandwich board with the profile of a woman painted in red stood near the door. “Welcome to the Jammas, where everyone goes bananas!!!” spilled out of her open mouth. Inside, a woman sang.

He recognized the song, but the title eluded him. Not a bad voice. The band kept the tune intact too. He hadn’t dropped in on a cabaret, had a drink, and listened to some music for months. That’s what happens when business picks up. No time for fun. He might be out of the swing of it, maybe even getting old.

He wanted to go in, not to turn the clock back and relive his youth, nothing like that. But maybe for a nightcap, just one. That’s all. He had planned to go home after he left Mamie, but what the hell. Tomorrow’s schedule won’t be too draining, a string of meetings with clients—wills and divorces, but no court appearances. He could handle everything he had to do with one hand tied behind his back. One drink wouldn’t hurt. Besides, he loved joints like the Cat’s Pajamas, squalor pretending to be art, sensuality pretending to be talent.

Tourists would never cross the threshold of a place like the Cat’s Pajamas. Too much detail. That made him want to go in all the more.

A kid stood in the darkness beyond the reach of the joint’s neon. Cute, but jailbait. Victor opened the door to the cabaret and the door’s glass mirrored the kid behind him, following him in with his eyes. Victor had seen him before but didn’t remember where. Maybe Bughouse Square.

A thug as big as an outhouse, the bouncer, stood inside the door. He studied Victor when he walked in, didn’t say a word, but pointed to the small blackboard behind him on which someone had written “Cover Charge $5” in cursive. He handed the thug a fin, who glanced over his shoulder at the tables, as close to an invitation to take a seat anywhere he wanted as Victor was going to get. In a classier joint, a maître ’d would be on hand, but at the Cat’s Pajamas, the bouncer, one of the mob’s lesser hoods, handled both jobs.

The Italian syndicate had its claws in most of the successful joints in Chicago. The second that Prohibition became law, the Mafia set upon the hottest parts of town, took over cabarets, and opened blind pigs. The number of Chicagoans on the mob’s payroll commenced at the tip-top in city hall and flowed all the way down to neighborhood dogcatchers. Even the chippies whom Victor sprang from jail worked for pimps who worked for syndicate bosses. There wasn’t a sin around that the Mafia didn’t control.

Victor parted the clear beads that dangled from the doorjamb with his hand and ducked through.

Calling it a “slow night” at the Cat’s Pajamas was an understatement. The joint had died and gone to purgatory hours ago.

Chinese paper lanterns in different colors hung helter-skelter from the ceiling. A painted cat in polka-dot lingerie winked from the wall over the stage, a platform no more than six inches off the floor. Five or six men sat scattered among the twenty-five, thirty tables, each alone and nursing a glass. He sauntered past the band to a table on the other side of the room, one close enough to the stage that he could count the number of beads on the singer’s dress. Garbed flapper-style, with bobbed hair and vamp makeup, she shimmied during the musical bridge.

The song’s title lingered on the tip of this tongue. If he could just spit it out.

If he could just spit it out. A grin slipped across his mouth. That’s what his father, dead now for years, said over and over, flummoxed by what doctors later understood to be dementia.

A waiter appeared the second Victor dropped his fedora on the table and sat, a bottle of ginger ale and a small glass of gin on his tray. Thank God for the Mafia! If it weren’t for Capone and his boys, no one would be able to get a drink anywhere in town.

The dame’s voice sounded even better inside than it had out. She had a better stage presence than he imagined too. She threw the lyrics to the audience after dressing a line or two up in innuendo. She was damned good at that.

When Victor walked in, she was singing to a skinny pansy with a vacant stare at a table on the opposite side of the room. He wore a big gardenia in his lapel, a dead giveaway if the makeup he wore failed.

After the waiter left Victor’s table, she crossed the stage, strolling toward Victor and singing. Their eyes locked a split second. He broke it off first, leaving her smiling and batting her eyes through the lyrics at him. Women fawned over him all the time, like Mamie earlier this evening, and he always refrained from saying what he thought to the prostitutes and stage beauties whose professions were different in name only. Leer all you want, sweetheart, eyeball me to your heart’s content, but I’m not interested in anything you got. He thought the same about most of the men whom he caught drooling over him too.

Her come-on reminded him of why he hadn’t been out in months. Why bother if all the attention he got was from those who didn’t grab his attention? He grinned to himself. He didn’t mean attention but libido, a word he learned from an egghead he defended a few weeks ago, a professor of something or other at the University of Chicago no less, who propositioned the wrong guy in a toilet in Lincoln Park.
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