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1 HIGHWAY 41 REVISITED


I had forgotten the smell. Even with the South Works on strike and Wisconsin Steel padlocked and rusting away, a pungent mix of chemicals streamed in through the engine vents. I turned off the car heater, but the stench – you couldn’t call it air – slid through minute cracks in the Chevy’s windows, burning my eyes and sinuses.


I followed Route 41 south. A couple of miles back it had been Lake Shore Drive, with Lake Michigan spewing foam against the rocks on my left, expensive high rises haughtily looking on from the right. At Seventy-ninth Street the lake disappeared abruptly. The weed-choked yards surrounding the giant USX South Works stretched away to the east, filling the mile or so of land between road and water. In the distance, pylons, gantries, and towers loomed through the smoke-hung February air. Not the land of high rises and beaches anymore, but landfill and worn-out factories.


Decaying bungalows looked on the South Works from the right side of the street. Some were missing pieces of siding, or shamefacedly showing stretches of peeling paint. In others the concrete in the front steps cracked and sagged. But the windows were all whole, tightly sealed, and not a scrap of debris lay in the yards. Poverty might have overtaken the area, but my old neighbors gallantly refused to give in to it.


I could remember when eighteen thousand men poured from those tidy little homes every day into the South Works, Wisconsin Steel, the Ford assembly plant, or the Xerxes solvent factory. I remembered when each piece of trim was painted fresh every second spring and new Buicks or Oldsmobiles were an autumn commonplace. But that was in a different life, for me as well as South Chicago.


At Eighty-ninth Street I turned west, flipping down the sun visor to shield my eyes from the waning winter sun. Beyond the tangle of deadwood, rusty cars, and collapsed houses on my left lay the Calumet River. My friends and I used to flout our parents by swimming there; my stomach turned now at the thought of sticking my face into the filthy water.


The high school stood across from the river. It was an enormous structure, sprawling over several acres, but its dark red brick somehow looked homey, like a nineteenth-century girls’ college. Light pouring from the windows and streams of young people going through the vast double doors on the west end added to the effect of quaintness. I turned off the engine, reached for my gym bag, and joined the crowd.


The high, vaulted ceilings were built when heat was cheap and education respected enough for people to want schools to look like cathedrals. The cavernous hallways served as perfect echo chambers for the laughing, shouting crowd. Noise hurled from the ceiling, the walls, and the metal lockers. I wondered why I never noticed the din when I was a student.


They say you don’t forget the things you learn young. I’d last been here twenty years ago, but at the gym entrance I turned left without thinking to follow the hall down to the women’s locker room. Caroline Djiak was waiting at the door, clipboard in hand.


‘Vic! I thought maybe you’d chickened out. Everyone else got here half an hour ago. They’re suited up, at least the ones who can still get into their uniforms. You did bring yours, didn’t you? Joan Lacey’s here from the Herald-Star and she’d like to talk to you. After all, you were tournament MVP, weren’t you?’


Caroline hadn’t changed. The copper pigtails were cut into a curly halo around her freckled face, but that seemed to be the only difference. She was still short, energetic, and tactless.


I followed her into the locker room. The din there rivaled the noise level in the hall outside. Ten young women in various stages of undress were screaming at each other – for a nail file, a tampon, who stole my fucking deodorant. In bras and panties they looked muscular and trim, much fitter than my friends and I had been at that age. Certainly fitter than we were now.


In a corner of the locker room, making almost as much noise, were seven of the ten Lady Tigers with whom I’d won the state Class AA championship twenty years ago. Five of the seven had on their old black-and-gold uniforms. On some the T-shirts stretched tight across their breasts, and the shorts looked as though they might split if the wearer tried a fast breakaway.


The one packed tightest into her uniform might have been Lily Goldring, our leading free-throw shooter, but the permed hair and extra chin made it hard to be sure. I thought Alma Lowell was the black woman who had spread far beyond the capacity of her uniform and had her letter jacket perched uneasily on her massive shoulders.


The only two I recognized for certain were Diane Logan and Nancy Cleghorn. Diane’s strong slender legs could still do for a Vogue cover. She’d been our star forward, co-captain, honors student. Caroline had told me Diane now ran a successful Loop PR agency, specializing in promoting black companies and personalities.


Nancy Cleghorn and I had stayed in touch through college; even so, her strong square face and frizzy blond hair were so unchanged, I would have known her anyplace. She was responsible for my being here tonight. She directed environmental affairs for SCRAP – the South Chicago Reawakening Project where Caroline Djiak was the deputy director. When the two of them realized the Lady Tigers were going into the regional championships for the first time in twenty years, they decided to get the old team together for a pregame ceremony. Publicity for the neighborhood, publicity for SCRAP, support for the team – good for everyone.


Nancy grinned when she saw me. ‘Yo, Warshawski – get your ass moving. We gotta be on the floor in ten minutes.’


‘Hi, Nancy. I ought to have my head examined for letting you get me down here. Don’t you know you can’t go home again?’


I found four square inches of bench to dump my gym bag on and quickly stripped, stuffing my jeans into the bag and putting on my faded uniform. I adjusted the socks and tied the high-lacing shoes.


Diane put an arm around me. ‘You’re looking good, Whitey, like you still could move around if you had to.’


We looked into the mirror. While some of the current Tigers topped six feet, at five-eight I’d been the tallest one on our team. Diane’s afro was about level with my nose. Black and white, we’d both wanted to play basketball when race fights were a daily disruption in hall and locker room. We hadn’t liked each other, but junior year we’d forced a truce on the rest of the team and the next February we’d taken them to the first statewide girls tournament.


She grinned, sharing the memory. ‘All that garbage we used to put ourselves through seems mighty trivial now, Warshawski. Come over and meet the reporter. Say something nice about the old neighborhood.’


The Herald-Star’s Joan Lacey was the city’s only woman sports columnist. When I said I read her stuff regularly she smiled with pleasure. ‘Tell my editor. Better still, write a letter. So how do you feel putting on your uniform after all these years?’


‘Like an idiot. I haven’t held a basketball since I left college.’ I’d gone to the University of Chicago on an athletic scholarship. The U of C offered them long before the rest of the country knew that women played sports.


We talked for a few minutes, about the past, about aging athletes, about the fifty percent unemployed in the neighborhood, about the current team’s prospects.


‘We’re rooting for them, of course,’ I said. ‘I’m anxious to see them on the court. In here they look as though they take conditioning much more seriously than we did twenty years ago.’


‘Yeah, they keep hoping the women’s pro league will revive. There’re some top-notch women players in high school and college with no place to go.’


Joan put her notebook away and told a photographer to get us out on the court for some shots. We eight old-timers straggled out to the gym floor, Caroline worrying around us like an overzealous terrier.


Diane picked up a ball and dribbled it behind her, under her legs, then bounced it to me. I turned and shot. The ball caromed from the backboard and I ran in to get it and dunk it. My old teammates gave me a ragged hand.


The photographer took some pictures of us together, then of Diane and me playing one-on-one under the net. The crowd got into it a little, but their real interest was on the current team. When the Lady Tigers took the floor in their warm-up suits, they got a big round. We worked out a little with them, but turned the floor over to them as soon as possible: this was their big night.


When the girls from visiting St. Sophia came out in their red-and-white sweats, I slid back to the locker room and started to change back to my civvies. Caroline found me as I finished tying my neck scarf.


‘Vic! Where are you going? You know you promised to come over to see Ma after the game!’


‘I said I’d try, if I could stay down here.’


‘She’s counting on seeing you. She can hardly get out of bed she’s in such bad shape. This really matters to her.’


In the mirror I could see her face flush and her blue eyes darken with the same hurt look she used to give me when she was five and I wouldn’t let her tag along with my friends. I felt my temper rise with twenty-year-old irritation.


‘Did you arrange this basketball farce to manipulate me into visiting Louisa? Or did that only come to you later?’


The flush deepened to scarlet. ‘What do you mean, farce? I’m trying to do something for this community. I’m not a la-di-da snot going off to the North Side and abandoning people to their fate!’


‘What, you think if I’d stayed down here I could’ve saved Wisconsin Steel? Or stopped the assholes at USX from striking one of the last operating plants around here?’ I grabbed my peajacket from the bench and angrily thrust my arms into it.


‘Vic! Where are you going?’


‘Home. I have a dinner date. I want to change clothes.’


‘You can’t. I need you,’ she wailed loudly. The big eyes were swimming with tears now, a prelude to a squawk to her mother or mine that I was being mean to her. It brought back all the times Gabriella had come to the door – saying ‘What difference can it make to you, Victoria? Take the child with you’ – so forcibly it was all I could do not to slap Caroline’s wide trembling mouth.


‘What do you need me for? To make good on a promise you made without consulting me?’


‘Ma isn’t going to live much longer,’ she shouted. ‘Isn’t that more important than some stupid-ass date?’


‘Certainly. If this were a social occasion, I would call and say excuse me, the little brat next door committed me to something I can’t get out of. But this is dinner with a client. He’s temperamental but he pays on time and I like to keep him happy.’


Tears were streaming across the freckles now. ‘Vic, you never take me seriously. I told you when we were discussing this how important it would be for Ma if you came to visit. And you completely forgot. You still think I’m five years old and nothing I say or think matters.’


That shut me up. She had a point. And if Louisa was that sick, I really ought to see her.


‘Oh, all right. I’ll phone and change my plans. One last time.’


The tears disappeared instantly. ‘Thanks, Vic. I won’t forget it. I knew I could count on you.’


‘You mean you knew you could make another end run around me,’ I said disagreeably.


She laughed. ‘Let me show you where the phones are.’


‘I’m not senile yet – I can still find them. And no, I won’t sneak off while you’re not looking,’ I added, seeing her uneasy look.


She grinned. ‘As God is your witness?’


It was an old pledge, picked up from her mother’s drunk Uncle Stan, who used it to prove he was sober.


‘As God is my witness,’ I agreed solemnly. ‘I just hope Graham’s feelings aren’t so hurt, he decides not to pay his bill.’


I found the pay phones near the front entrance and wasted several quarters before running Darrough Graham down at the Forty-Nine Club. He wasn’t happy – he had made reservations at the Filagree – but I managed to end the conversation on a friendly note. Slinging my bag over my shoulder, I made my way back to the gym.










2 BRINGING UP BABY


St. Sophia gave the Lady Tigers a tough ride, leading through much of the second half. The play was intense, much faster paced than in my basketball years. Two starters for the Lady Tigers fouled out with seven minutes left, and things looked bad. Then the toughest Saint guard went out with three minutes left. The Tigers’ star forward, who’d been penned in all evening, came to life, scoring eight unanswered points. The home team won 54–51.


I found myself cheering as eagerly as anyone. I even felt a nostalgic warmth for my own high school team, which surprised me: my adolescent memories are so dominated by my mother’s illness and death, I guess I’ve forgotten having any good times.


Nancy Cleghorn had left to attend a meeting, but Diane Logan and I joined the rest of our old team in the locker room to congratulate our successors and wish them well in the regional semifinals. We didn’t stay long: they clearly thought we were too old to understand basketball, let alone have played it.


Diane came over to say good-bye to me. ‘You couldn’t pay me enough to relive my adolescence,’ she said, brushing my cheek with her own. ‘I’m going back to the Gold Coast. And I’m definitely staying there. Take it easy, Warshawski.’ She was gone in a shimmer of silver fox and Opium.


Caroline hovered anxiously around the locker-room door, worried I would leave without her. She was so tense I began to feel uneasy about what I was going to find at her house. She’d acted just this way when she’d dragged me home from college one weekend, ostensibly because Louisa had hurt her back and needed help replacing a broken window. After I got there I found she expected me to explain why she’d given Louisa’s little pearl ring to the St. Wenceslaus Lenten fund drive.


‘Is Louisa really sick?’ I demanded as we finally left the locker room.


She looked at me soberly. ‘Very sick, Vic. You’re not going to like seeing her.’


‘What’s the rest of your agenda, then?’


The ready color flooded her cheeks. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’


She flounced out the school door. I followed slowly, in time to see her get into a battered car parked with its nose well into the street. She rolled down the window as I walked by to yell that she’d see me at the house and took off in a squeal of rubber. My shoulders were sagging a little as I unlocked the Chevy door and slid in.


My gloom increased when I made the turn onto Houston Street. I’d last been on the block in 1976 when my father died and I came back down to sell the house. I’d seen Louisa then, and Caroline, who was fourteen and following determinedly in my steps – she even tried playing basketball, but at five feet even her tireless energy couldn’t get her onto the first squad.


That was the last time I had talked to any of the other neighbors who had known my parents. There was genuine grief for my gentle, good-humored father. Grudging respect for Gabriella, dead ten years at the time. After all, the other women on the block had shared her scraping, saving, cutting each penny five ways to feed and shelter their families.


Now she was dead, they glossed over the eccentricities that used to make them shake their heads – taking the girl to the opera with an extra ten dollars instead of buying her a new winter coat. Not baptizing her or giving her to the sisters at St. Wenceslaus for schooling. That disturbed them enough that they sent the principal, Mother Joseph Something, around one day for a memorable confrontation.


Maybe the biggest folly of all to them was her insisting on college for me, and demanding that it be the University of Chicago. Only the best did for Gabriella, and she’d decided that was Chicago’s best when I was two. Not, perhaps, comparing in her mind with the University of Pisa. Just as the shoes she bought herself at Callabrano’s on Morgan Street didn’t compare to Milan. But one did what one could. So two years after my mother’s death I’d left on a scholarship for what my neighbors called Red University, half scared, half excited to meet the demons up there. And after that, I’d never really gone home again.


Louisa Djiak was the one woman on the block who always stood up for Gabriella, dead or alive. But then, she owed Gabriella. And me, too, I thought with a flash of bitterness that startled me. I realized I was still pissed at spending all those glorious summer days baby-sitting, at doing my homework with Louisa’s baby howling in the background.


Well, the baby was grown up now, but she was still howling exigently in my ear. I pulled up behind her Capri and turned off the engine.


The house was smaller than I remembered, and dingier. Louisa wasn’t well enough to wash and starch the curtains every six months and Caroline belonged to a generation that emphatically avoided such tasks. I should know – I was part of it myself.


Caroline was waiting in the doorway for me, still edgy. She gave a brief, tense smile. ‘Ma’s really excited you’re here, Vic. She’s waited all day to have her coffee so she could drink it with you.’


She took me through the small, cluttered dining room to the kitchen, saying over her shoulder, ‘She’s not supposed to drink coffee anymore. But it was too hard for her to give it up – along with everything else that’s changed for her. So we compromise on one cup a day.’


She busied herself at the stove, tackling the coffee with energetic inefficiency. Despite a trail of spilled water and coffee grounds on the stove, she carefully arranged a TV tray with china, cloth napkins, and a geranium cut from a coffee can in the window. Finally she set out a little dish of ice cream with a geranium leaf in it. When she picked up the tray I stood up from my perch on the kitchen stool to follow her.


Louisa’s bedroom lay to the right of the dining room. As soon as Caroline opened the door the smell of sickness hit me like a physical force, bringing back the odor of medicine and decaying flesh that had hung around Gabriella the last year of her life. I dug the nails into the palm of my right hand and willed myself into the room.


My first reaction was shock, even though I thought I’d prepared myself. Louisa sat propped in bed, her face gaunt and tinged a queer greenish gray under her wispy hair. Her twisted hands emerged from the loose sleeves of a worn pink cardigan. When she held them out to me with a smile, though, I caught a glimpse of the beautiful young woman who’d rented the house next to ours when she was pregnant with Caroline.


‘Good to see you, Victoria. Knew you’d come by. You’re like your ma that way. Look like her, too, even though you have your daddy’s gray eyes.’


I knelt by the bed and hugged her. Underneath the cardigan her bones felt tiny and brittle.


She gave a racking cough that shook her frame. ‘Excuse me. Too many damned cigarettes for too many years. Little missy here hides ’em from me – as if they could hurt me any worse now.’


Caroline bit her lips and moved over next to the bed. ‘I brought you your coffee, Ma. Maybe it’ll take your mind off your cigs.’


‘Yeah, my one cup. Damned doctors. First they pump you so full of shit you don’t know whether you’re coming or going. Then when they got you tied by the hind legs they take away anything that’d make the time pass easier. I’m telling you, girl, don’t ever get yourself in this spot.’


I took the thick china mug from Caroline and handed it to Louisa. Her hands shook slightly and she pressed the mug against her breast to steady it. I slid off my heels into a straight-backed chair near the bed.


‘You want to spend some time alone with Vic, Ma?’ Caroline asked.


‘Yeah, sure. You go on, girl. I know you got work to do.’


When the door shut behind Caroline I said, ‘I’m really sorry to see you like this.’


She made a throwaway gesture. ‘Ah – what the hell. I’m sick of thinking about it, and I talk about it to the damned docs often enough. I want to hear about you. I follow all your cases when they make it to the papers. Your ma’d be real proud of you.’


I laughed. ‘I’m not so sure. She hoped I’d be a concert singer. Or maybe a high-priced lawyer. I can just imagine her if she saw the way I live.’


Louisa laid a bony hand on my arm. ‘Don’t you think so, Victoria. Don’t you think so for one minute. You know Gabriella – she’d of gave her last shirt to a beggar. Look how she stood up for me when people came by and threw eggs and shit at my windows. No. Maybe she’d of liked to see you living better than you do. Heck – I feel that way about Caroline. Her brains, her education and all, she could do better than hanging around this dump. But I’m real proud of her. She’s honest and hardworking and she sticks up for what she believes in. And you’re just the same. No, sir. Gabriella could see you now she’d be as proud as can be.’


‘Well, we couldn’t have managed without your help when she was so sick,’ I muttered, uncomfortable.


‘Oh, shit, girl. My one chance to pay her back for everything she did? I can still see her when the righteous ladies from St. Wenceslaus were out parading around my front door. Gabriella come out with a head of steam that damn near drove ’em into the Calumet.’


She gave a shout of hoarse laughter that changed to a coughing fit which left her breathless and slightly purple. She lay quietly for a few minutes, panting in short, gasping breaths.


‘Hard to believe folks cared so much about one pregnant unmarried teenager, ain’t it,’ she said finally. ‘Here we got half the people outa work in the community – that’s life and death, girl. But back then I guess it seemed like the end of the world to folks. I mean, my own ma and pa, even, throwing me out like they did.’ Her face worked for a minute. ‘Like it was all my fault or something. Your ma was the only one stood up for me. Even when my folks come around and decided to admit Caroline was alive, they never really forgave her for being born or me for doing it.’


Gabriella never did anything by half measures: I helped her look after the baby so Louisa could work the night shift at Xerxes. The days when I had to take Caroline to her grandparents’ were my worst torment. Rigid, humorless, they wouldn’t let me into the house unless I took my shoes off. A couple of times they even bathed Caroline outside before they’d admit her to their pristine portals.


Louisa’s parents were only in their sixties – same age as Gabriella and Tony would be if they were still alive. Because Louisa had a baby and lived by herself, I’d always thought of her as part of my parents’ generation, but she was only five or six years older than me.


‘When did you stop working?’ I asked. I called Louisa occasionally, when my guilty imagination conjured up Gabriella’s image, but it had been awhile. South Chicago hovered too uneasily at the base of my mind for me to willingly court its return to my life, and it had been over two years since I’d spoken to Louisa. She hadn’t said anything then about feeling bad.


‘Oh, it got so I couldn’t stand anymore about – must be just over a year. So they put me on disability then. It’s only been the last six months or so I couldn’t get around at all.’


She flicked the covers back from her legs. They were twigs, thin bones a bird might use but mottled greeny-gray like her face. Livid patches on her feet and ankles showed where her veins had given up carting blood around.


‘It’s my kidneys,’ she said. ‘Darned things don’t want me to pee properly. Caroline takes me over two, three times a week and they stick me on that damned machine, supposed to clean me out, but between you and me, girl, I’d just as soon they’d let me go in peace.’ She held up a thin hand. ‘Don’t you go telling Caroline that, now – she’s doing everything to see I get the best. And the company pays for it, so it’s not like I feel she’s digging into her own savings. I don’t want her to think I ain’t grateful.’


‘No, no,’ I said soothingly, pulling the cover up gently.


She reverted to the old days on the block, to the days when her legs were slim and muscular, when she used to go dancing after getting off work at midnight. To Steve Ferraro, who wanted to marry her, and Joey Pankowski, who didn’t, and how if she had to do it over, she’d do it the same, because she had Caroline, but for Caroline she wanted something different, something better than staying on in South Chicago working herself to an early old age.


At last I took the bony fingers and squeezed them gently. ‘I’ve got to go, Louisa – it’s twenty miles to my place. But I’ll come back.’


‘Well, it’s been real good to see you again, girl.’ She cocked her head on one side and gave a naughty smile. ‘Don’t suppose you could find a way to slip me a pack of cigarettes, do you?’


I laughed. ‘I’m not touching that with a barge pole, Louisa – you work it out with Caroline.’


I shook out her pillows and turned on the TV for her before going off to find Caroline. Louisa had never been much given to kissing, but she squeezed my hand tightly for a few seconds.










3 MY SISTER’S KEEPER


Caroline was sitting at the dining-room table, eating fried chicken and making notes on a colored graph. Chaotic stacks of paper – reports, magazines, flyers – covered all of the small surface. A large pile near her left elbow teetered uncertainly on the table edge. She put down her pencil when she heard me come into the room.


‘I went out for some Kentucky Fried while you were in with Ma. Want some? What did you think – kind of a shock, huh?’


I shook my head in dismay. ‘It’s terrible to see her like this. How are you holding up?’


She grimaced. ‘It wasn’t so bad until her legs wouldn’t support her anymore. She show ’em to you? I knew she would. It’s really tough on her not being able to get around. The hard part for me was realizing how long she’d been sick before I noticed anything. You know Ma – she’d never complain in a million years, especially about anything as private as her kidneys.’


She rubbed a greasy hand through her unruly curls. ‘It was only three years ago, when I suddenly noticed how much weight she’d been losing, that I even knew anything was wrong. Then it came out she’d been feeling off for a long time – dizzy and stuff, her feet numb – but she didn’t want to say anything that might jeopardize her job.’


The story sounded depressingly familiar. People on the hip North Side went to the doctor every time they stubbed their toes, but in South Chicago you expected life to be tough. Dizziness and weight loss happened to lots of people; it was the kind of thing grown-ups kept to themselves.


‘You satisfied with the doctors she’s seeing?’


Caroline finished gnawing on the chicken thigh and licked her fingers. ‘They’re okay. We go to Help of Christians because that’s where Xerxes has their medical plan, and they do as much as anyone could. I mean, her kidneys just aren’t working at all – they call it acute renal failure – and it looks like she may have some bone marrow problems and maybe starting with emphysema. That’s our only real problem – she keeps going on about her damned cigarettes. Hell, they may have helped get her into this fix to begin with.’


I said awkwardly, ‘If she’s in that bad shape, the cigarettes aren’t going to make her any worse, you know.’


‘Vic! You didn’t say that to her, did you? I have to fight her about them ten times a day as it is. If she thinks you’re backing her up, I might as well quit on the spot.’ She slapped the table emphatically; the teetering pile of papers flew across the floor. ‘I was sure you of all people would support me on this.’


‘You know how I feel about smoking,’ I said, annoyed. ‘I expect Tony would be alive today if he hadn’t had a two-pack-a-day habit – I still hear him wheezing and coughing in my nightmares. But how much time is smoking going to shave from Louisa’s life at this point? She’s in there by herself, got nothing but the tube to keep her company. I’m just saying it’d make her feel better mentally and won’t make her any worse physically.’


Caroline set her mouth in an uncompromising line. ‘No. I don’t even want to talk about it.’


I sighed and got down on the floor to help her with the loose papers. When we had them all collated again I looked at her suspiciously: she had reverted to her tense abstracted mood.


‘Well, I think it’s time for me to push off. I hope the Lady Tigers go all the way again.’


‘I – Vic. I need to talk to you. I need your help.’


‘Caroline, I came down and pranced around in my basketball uniform for you. I saw Louisa. Not that I grudge the time with her, but how many items you got on your agenda tonight?’


‘I want to hire you. Professionally. I need your help as a detective,’ she said defiantly.


‘What for? You give SCRAP’s money to the church Lenten fund and now you want me to find it for you again?’


‘Goddamn you, Vic! Could you stop acting like I’m still five years old and treat me seriously for a minute?’


‘If you wanted to hire me, why couldn’t you have said something about it on the phone?’ I asked. ‘Your step-by-step approach to me isn’t exactly designed to make me feel serious about you.’


‘I wanted you to see Ma before I talked to you about it,’ she muttered, looking at her graph. ‘I thought if you saw how bad off she is, you’d think it was more important.’


I sat at the end of the table. ‘Caroline, lay it out for me. I promise I’ll listen as seriously to you as to any other potential client. But tell me the whole story, front, middle, and end. Then we can decide if you really need a detective, if it should be me, and so on.’


She took a breath and said quickly, ‘I want you to find my father for me.’


I was quiet for a minute.


‘Isn’t that a job for a detective?’ she demanded.


‘Do you know who he is?’ I asked gently.


‘No, that’s partly what I need you to find out for me. You see how bad Ma is, Vic. She’s going to die soon.’ She tried to keep her voice matter-of-fact, but it quavered a little. ‘Her folks always treated me like – I don’t know – not the same way they are to my cousins. Second-class, I guess. When she dies I’d like to have some kind of family. I mean, maybe my old man will turn out to be an asshole jerk. The kind of guy who lets a girl go through what Ma did when she was pregnant might be. But maybe he’d have folks who’d like me. And if he didn’t, at least I’d know.’


‘What does Louisa say? Have you asked her?’


‘She practically killed me. Practically killed herself – she got so upset she almost choked to death. Screaming how I was ungrateful, she’d worked herself to the bone for me, I never wanted for anything, why’d I have to go nosing around in something that wasn’t any of my damned business. So I knew I couldn’t go on about it with her. But I have to find out. I know you could do it for me.’


‘Caroline, maybe you’re better off not knowing. Even if I knew how to go about it – missing persons aren’t a big part of my business – if it’s that painful to Louisa, you might prefer not to find out.’


‘You know who he is, don’t you!’ she cried.


I shook my head. ‘I have no idea, honestly. Why did you think I do?’


She looked down. ‘I’m sure she told Gabriella. I thought maybe Gabriella told you.’


I moved over to sit down next to her. ‘Maybe Louisa told my mother, but if so, it wasn’t the kind of thing Gabriella thought I ought to know about. As God is my witness, I don’t know.’


She gave a little smile at that. ‘So will you find him for me?’


If I hadn’t known her all her life, it would have been easier to say no. I specialize in financial crime. Missing persons takes a certain kind of skill, and certain kinds of contacts I’ve never bothered cultivating. And this guy’d been gone more than a quarter of a century.


But in addition to whining and teasing and tagging along when I didn’t want her, Caroline used to adore me. When I went off to college she’d race to meet my train if I came home for the weekend, copper pigtails flying around her head, plump legs pumping as hard as they could. She even went out for basketball because I did. She almost drowned following me into Lake Michigan when she was four. The memories were endless. Her blue eyes still looked at me with total trust. I didn’t want to, but I couldn’t keep from responding.


‘You got any idea where to start this search?’


‘Well, you know. It had to be someone who lived in East Side. She never went anyplace else. I mean, she’d never even been to the Loop until your mother took us there to look at the Christmas decorations when I was three.’


East Side was an all-white neighborhood to the east of South Chicago. It was cut off from the city by the Calumet River, and its residents tended to lead parochial, inbred lives. Louisa’s parents still lived there in the house she’d grown up in.


‘That’s helpful,’ I said encouragingly. ‘What do you figure the population was in 1960? Twenty thousand? And only half of them were men. And many of those were children. You got any other ideas?’


‘No,’ she said doggedly. ‘That’s why I need a detective.’


Before I could say anything else the doorbell rang. Caroline looked at her watch. ‘That might be Aunt Connie. She sometimes comes this late. Be back in a minute.’


She trotted out to the entryway. While she dealt with the caller I flipped through a magazine devoted to the solid-waste-disposal industry, wondering if I was really insane enough to look for Caroline’s father. I was staring at a picture of a giant incinerator when she came back into the room. Nancy Cleghorn, my old basketball pal who now worked for SCRAP, was trailing behind her.


‘Hi, Vic. Sorry to barge in, but I wanted to fill Caroline in on a problem.’


Caroline looked at me apologetically and asked if I’d mind waiting a few minutes to finish up.


‘Not at all,’ I said politely, wondering if I was doomed to spend the night in South Chicago. ‘Want me to go to the other room?’


Nancy shook her head. ‘It’s not private. Just annoying.’


She sat down and unbuttoned her coat. She’d changed from her basketball uniform to a tan dress with a red scarf, and she’d put on makeup, but she still managed to appear disheveled.


‘I got to the meeting in plenty of time. Ron was waiting for me – Ron Kappelman, our lawyer’ – she put in an aside to me – ‘and we found we weren’t on the agenda. So Ron went up to talk to that fat moron Martin O’Gara, saying we’d filed our material in plenty of time and talked to the secretary this morning to make sure she included us. So O’Gara makes this big show of not knowing what the hell is going on, and calls the board secretary and disappears for a while. Then he comes back and says there were so many legal problems with our submission, they’d decided not to consider it this evening.’


‘We want to build a solvent recycling plant here,’ Caroline explained to me. ‘We’ve got funding, we have a site, we have specs that have passed every EPA test we can think of, and we have some customers right on our doorstep – Xerxes and Glow-Rite. It means a good hundred jobs down here, and a chance to make a dent in the crap going into the ground.’


She turned back to Nancy. ‘So what can the problem be? What did Ron say?’


‘I was so mad I couldn’t speak. He was so mad I was afraid he’d break O’Gara’s neck – if he could find it underneath the fat rolls. But he called Dan Zimring, the EPA lawyer, you know. Dan said we could come by his place, so we went over there and he looked through everything and said it couldn’t be in better shape.’


Nancy fluffed out her frizzy hair so that it stood up wildly around her head. She helped herself absently to a piece of chicken.


‘I’ll tell you what I think the problem is,’ Caroline snapped, cheeks flushed. ‘They probably showed the submission to Art Jurshak – you know, professional courtesy or some shit. I think he blocked it.’


‘Art Jurshak,’ I echoed. ‘Is he still alderman down here? He must be a hundred and fifty by now.’


‘No, no,’ Caroline said impatiently. ‘He’s only in his sixties somewhere. Don’t you agree, Nancy?’


‘I think he’s sixty-two,’ she answered through a mouthful of chicken.


‘Not about his age,’ Caroline said impatiently. ‘That Jurshak must be trying to block the plant.’


Nancy licked her fingers. She looked around for a place to put the bone and finally laid it back on the plate with the rest of the chicken. ‘I don’t see how you figure that, Caroline. There could be a lot of people who don’t want to see a recycling center down here.’


Caroline looked at her through narrowed eyes. ‘What did O’Gara say? I mean, he must have given some reason for not giving us a hearing.’


Nancy frowned. ‘He said we shouldn’t try to make proposals like this without community backing. I told him the community was a hundred percent behind us, and got ready to show him copies of petitions and crap, when he gave this jolly laugh and said, not a hundred percent. He’d heard from people who weren’t behind it at all.’


‘But why Jurshak?’ I asked, interested in spite of myself. ‘Why not Xerxes, or the Mob, or some rival solvent recycler?’


‘Just the political tie-in,’ Caroline answered. ‘O’Gara’s chairman of the zoning board because he’s good buddies with all the old hack Dems.’


‘But, Caroline – Art’s got no reason to oppose us. Our last meeting he even acted like he would support us.’


‘He never put it in so many words,’ Caroline said grimly. ‘And all it would take is someone willing to wave a big enough campaign contribution in front of him for him to change his mind.’


‘I suppose,’ Nancy agreed reluctantly. ‘I just don’t like to think it.’


‘Why are you so pally with Jurshak all of a sudden?’ Caroline demanded.


It was Nancy’s turn to flush. ‘I’m not. But if he’s against us, it’ll be damned near impossible to get O’Gara to give us a hearing. Unless we could come up with a bribe big enough to make Jurshak respond to us. So how do I find who’s against the plant, Vic? Aren’t you a detective or something these days?’


I frowned at her and said hurriedly, ‘Or something. Trouble is, you’ve got too many possibilities in a political mess like this. The Mob. They’re into a lot of waste-disposal projects in Chicago. Maybe they figure you’d be cutting into their turf. Or Return to Eden. I know they’re supposed to be foursquare for the environment, but they’ve been raising a lot of money lately based on dramatic gestures they’re making here in South Chicago. Maybe they don’t want something that cuts off their fund-raising tactics. Or the Sanitary District – maybe they’re taking kickbacks to look the other way on local pollution and they don’t want to lose the revenues. Or Xerxes doesn’t—’


‘Enough!’ she protested. ‘You’re right, of course. It could be all of them or any of them. But in my place, where would you look first?’


‘I don’t know,’ I said thoughtfully. ‘Probably nuzzle up to someone on Jurshak’s staff. See if the pressure came from there to begin with. And if it did, why. It’d save you the trouble of making the rounds of an infinite number of possibilities. Plus you wouldn’t rub against someone who might want to put you in cement booties just for asking.’


‘You know some of the people who work for Art, don’t you?’ Caroline asked Nancy.


‘Yes, yes I do.’ She fiddled with another piece of chicken. ‘It’s just I haven’t wanted . . . Oh, well. Anything for the cause of right and justice, I guess.’


She picked up her coat and headed for the door. She stood looking at us for a moment, then set her lips firmly and left.


‘I thought you might want to help her find out who’s against the plant,’ Caroline said.


‘I know you did, sweet pea. And even though it would be lots of fun, working for one poor customer in South Chicago is about all my budget can take at a time.’


‘You mean you’ll help me? You’ll find my father?’ The blue eyes turned dark with excitement. ‘I can pay you, Vic. Really. I’m not asking you to do it for nothing. I’ve got a thousand dollars saved.’


My usual rate is two-fifty a day, plus expenses. Even with a twenty percent family discount, I had a feeling she was going to run out of money before I ran out of detecting. But no one had forced me to agree. I was a free agent, governed only by my own whims, and guilt.


‘I’ll send you a contract to sign tomorrow,’ I told her. ‘And you can’t be on the phone to me every half hour demanding results. This is going to take a long time.’


‘No, Vic. I won’t.’ She smiled tremulously. ‘I can’t tell you how much it means to me to know you’re helping me out.’










4 THE OLD FOLKS AT HOME


In my sleep that night I saw Caroline again as a baby, her face pink and blotchy from crying. My mother stood behind me telling me to look after the child. When I woke at nine the dream lay heavy in my head, cloaking me in lethargy. The job I’d agreed to do filled me with distaste.


Find Caroline’s father for a thousand dollars. Find Caroline’s father against Louisa’s strongly voiced opposition. If she felt that violently about the guy after all this time, he was probably better left unfound. Assuming he was still alive. Assuming he’d lived in Chicago and hadn’t been an itinerant journeyman amusing himself on his way through town.


At last I stuck a leaden foot out from under the bedclothes. The room was cold. We’d had such a mild winter I’d turned off the radiator to keep the place from becoming stuffy, but the temperature had apparently dropped during the night. I pulled my leg back under the blanket for a minute, but moving cracked my shell of indolence. I swung the covers back and got up.


Grabbing a sweatshirt from a pile on a chair, I trotted into the kitchen to start coffee. Maybe it was too cold out to go running. I parted the curtain overlooking the backyard. The sky was gray and an east wind was blowing debris against the back fence. I was dropping the curtain when a black nose and two paws appeared against the window, followed by a sharp bark. It was Peppy, the golden retriever I shared with my downstairs neighbor.


I opened the door, but she wouldn’t come in. Instead she danced around on the little porch, indicating that the weather was perfect for running and would I please get a move on?


‘Oh, all right,’ I grumbled. I turned off the water and went into the living room to do my stretches. Peppy didn’t understand why I wasn’t limber and ready to go as soon as I got out of bed. Every few minutes she’d give a minatory bark from the back. When I finally appeared in my sweats and running shoes, she raced down the stairs, turning at every half landing to make sure I was still coming. She gave little grunts of ecstasy when I opened the gate to the alley, even though we make the trip together three or four times a week.


I like to run about five miles. Since that’s beyond Peppy’s range, she stops at the lagoon when we get to the lake. She spends the time nosing out ducks and muskrats, rolling in mud or rotted fish when she can find them, and bounds out at me with her tongue hanging out in a self-satisfied grin when I make my way back west. We do the last mile home at a mild jog and I hand her over to my downstairs neighbor. Mr. Contreras shakes his head, chews us both out for letting her get dirty, then spends a pleasurable half hour grooming her coat back to its gleaming golden-red.


He was waiting as usual this morning when we got back. ‘You two have a good run, doll? You keep the dog out of the water, I hope? This cold weather it isn’t good for her to get wet, you know.’


He hung in the doorway prepared to talk indefinitely. He’s a retired machinist, and the dog, his cooking, and I make up the bulk of his entertainment. I extricated myself as quickly as I could, but it was still close to eleven by the time I’d showered. I ate breakfast in my bedroom while I dressed, knowing if I sat down with coffee and the paper I would keep making excuses for lingering. Leaving the dishes on the dresser, I wrapped a wool scarf around my neck, picked up my bag and car coat from the hall where I’d dumped them the night before, and headed south.


The wind was whipping up the lake. Ten-foot waves crashed against the rocky barrier and spewed fingers of water onto the road. The display of nature, angry, contemptuous, made me feel small.


Every detail of decay struck me as the road wound southward. The white paint was peeling and the gates sagging at the old South Shore Country Club, once a symbol of that area’s wealth and exclusivity. As a child I used to imagine I would grow up to ride a horse along its private bridle paths. The memory of such fantasies embarrasses me slightly now – the trappings of caste don’t sit well on my adult conscience. But I would have wished a better fate for the club than to rot slowly under the hands of the Park District, its indifferent current masters.


South Chicago itself looked moribund, its life frozen somewhere around the time of World War II. When I drove past the main business area I saw that most of the stores had Spanish names now. Other than that they looked much as they had when I was a little girl. Their grimy concrete walls still framed tawdry window displays of white nylon communion dresses, vinyl shoes, plastic furniture. Women wrapped in threadbare wool coats still wore cotton babushkas as they bent their heads into the wind. On the corners, near the ubiquitous storefront taverns, stood vacant-eyed, shabbily clad men. They had always been a presence, but the massive unemployment in the mills swelled their numbers now.


I had forgotten the trick to getting into East Side and had to double back to Ninety-fifth Street, where an old-fashioned drawbridge crosses the Calumet River. If South Chicago hadn’t changed since 1945, East Side stuck itself in formaldehyde when Woodrow Wilson was President. Five bridges form the neighborhood’s only link to the rest of the city. Its members live in a stubborn isolation, trying to recreate the Eastern European villages of their grandparents. They don’t like people from across the river, and anyone north of Seventy-first Street might as well have rolled in on a Soviet tank for the reception they get.


I drove under the massive concrete legs of the interstate to 106th Street. Louisa’s parents lived south of 106th on Ewing. I thought her mother would be home and hoped her father wouldn’t be. He’d retired some years ago from the little printshop he’d managed, but he was active in the Knights of Columbus and his VFW lodge and he might be out having lunch with the boys.


The street was crammed with well-kept bungalows set on obsessively tidy lots. Not a scrap of paper lay on the street. Art Jurshak tended this part of his ward with loving hands. Street-cleaning and repair crews came through regularly. All along the southeast side, sidewalks had been built three or four feet above the original ground level. South Chicago held numerous gaping pits where the newer paving had collapsed, but in East Side not a crack showed between sidewalk and house. As I got out of my car I felt as though I should have undergone a surgical scrubdown before visiting the neighborhood.


The Djiak house lay halfway down the block. Its curtained front windows gleamed in the dull air, and the stoop shone from much scouring. I rang the bell, trying to build up enough mental energy to talk to Louisa’s parents.


Martha Djiak came to the door. Her square, lined face was set in a frown suitable for dismissing door-to-door salesmen. After a moment she recognized me and the frown lightened a little. She opened the inner door. I could see she had an apron covering the crisply ironed front of her dress: I’d never seen her at home without an apron on.


‘Well, Victoria. It’s been a long time since you brought little Caroline over for a visit, hasn’t it?’


‘Yeah, it has,’ I agreed unenthusiastically.


Louisa would not let Caroline go to her grandparents’ alone. If she or Gabriella couldn’t take her, they gave me two quarters for the bus and careful instructions to stay with Caroline until it was time to return home again. I never understood why Mrs. Djiak couldn’t come and fetch Caroline herself. Maybe Louisa was afraid her mother would try to keep the baby so she wouldn’t grow up with an unwed single parent.


‘Since you’re down here, maybe you’d like a cup of coffee.’


It wasn’t effusive, but she’d never been demonstrative. I accepted with as much good cheer as I could muster and she opened the storm door for me. She was careful not to touch the glass panel with her hands. I slid through as unobtrusively as I could, remembering to take my shoes off in the tiny entryway before following her to the kitchen.


As I’d hoped, she was alone. The ironing board stood open in front of the stove, a shirt draped across it. She folded the shirt, laid it on the clothes basket, and collapsed the ironing board with quick silent motions. When everything was stowed in the tiny pantry behind the refrigerator, she put on water to boil.


‘I talked to Louisa this morning. She said you’d been down there yesterday.’


‘Yes,’ I acknowledged. ‘It’s tough to see someone that lively laid up the way she is.’


Mrs. Djiak spooned coffee into the pot. ‘Lots of people suffer more with less cause.’


‘And lots of people carry on like Attila the Hun and never get a pimple. It just goes to show, doesn’t it?’


She took two cups from a shelf and stood them primly on the table. ‘I hear you’re a detective now. Doesn’t really seem like a woman’s job, does it? Kind of like Caroline, working on community development, or whatever she calls it. I don’t know why you two girls couldn’t get married, settle down, raise a family.’


‘I guess we’re waiting for men as good as Mr. Djiak to come along,’ I said.


She looked at me seriously. ‘That’s the trouble with you girls. You think life is romantic, like they show in the movies. A good steady man who brings his pay home every Friday is worth a lot more than fancy dinners and flowers.’


‘Was that Louisa’s problem too?’ I asked gently.


She set her lips in a thin line and turned back to the coffee. ‘Louisa had other problems,’ she said shortly.


‘Like what?’


She carefully took a covered sugar bowl down from the cupboard over the stove and placed it with a little pitcher of cream in the middle of the table. She didn’t say anything until she’d finished pouring the coffee.


‘Louisa’s problems are old now. And they never were any of your business.’


‘And what about Caroline? Are they any concern of hers?’ I sipped the rich coffee, which Louisa still infused in the old European style.


‘They don’t have anything to do with her. She’d be a good deal better off if she learned not to poke around in other people’s closets.’


‘Louisa’s past matters a lot to Caroline. Louisa is dying and Caroline is feeling very lonely. She’d like to know who her father was.’


‘And that’s why you came down here? To help her dig up all that trash? She should be ashamed she doesn’t have any father, instead of talking about it with everyone she knows.’


‘What’s she supposed to do?’ I asked impatiently. ‘Kill herself because Louisa never married the man who got her pregnant? You act like it was all Louisa and Caroline’s fault. Louisa was sixteen years old – fifteen when she got pregnant. Don’t you think the man had any responsibility in this?’


She clenched the coffee cup so tightly, I was afraid the ceramic might shatter. ‘Men – have difficulty controlling themselves. We all know that,’ she said thickly. ‘Louisa must have led him on. But she would never admit it.’


‘All I want to know is his name,’ I said as quietly as I could. ‘I think Caroline has a right to know if she really wants to. And a right to see if her father’s family would give her a little warmth.’


‘Rights!’ she said bitterly. ‘Caroline’s rights. Louisa’s! What about my right to a life of peace and decency? You’re as bad as your mother was.’


‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘In my book that’s a compliment.’


Behind me someone turned a key in the back door. Martha paled slightly and set down her coffee cup.


‘You must not mention any of this in front of him,’ she said urgently. ‘Tell him you were just visiting Louisa and stopped by. Promise, Victoria.’


I made a sour face. ‘Yeah, sure, I suppose.’


As Ed Djiak came into the room Martha said brightly, ‘See who’s come to visit us? You’ll never recognize her from the little Victoria she used to be!’


Ed Djiak was tall. All the lines in his face and body were elongated, like a Modigliani painting, from his long, cavernous face to his long, dangling fingers. Caroline and Louisa inherited their short, square good looks from Martha. Who knows where their lively tempers came from.


‘So, Victoria. You went off to the University of Chicago and got too good for the old neighborhood, huh?’ He grunted and shifted a sack of groceries onto the table. ‘I got the apples and pork chops, but the beans didn’t look right so I didn’t buy any.’


Martha quickly unpacked the groceries and stowed them and the bag in their appointed cells. ‘Victoria and I were just having some coffee, Ed. You want a cup?’


‘You think I’m some old lady to drink coffee in the middle of the day? Get me a beer.’


He sat down at the end of the small table. Martha moved to the refrigerator, which stood immediately to his side, and took a Pabst from the bottom shelf. She poured it carefully into a glass mug and put the can in the trash.


‘I’ve been visiting Louisa,’ I said to him. ‘I’m sorry she’s in such bad shape. But her spirits are impressive.’


‘We suffered for her for twenty-five years. Now it’s her turn to suffer a little, huh?’ He stared at me with sneering, angry eyes.


‘Spell it out for me, Mr. Djiak,’ I said offensively. ‘What’d she do to make you suffer so?’


Martha made a little noise in her throat. ‘Victoria is working as a detective now, Ed. Isn’t that nice?’


He ignored her. ‘You’re just like your mother, you know. She used to carry on like Louisa was some kind of saint, instead of the whore she really was. You’re just as bad. What did she do to me? Got herself pregnant. Used my name. Stayed in the neighborhood flaunting her baby instead of going off to the sisters the way we arranged for her to do.’


‘Louisa got herself pregnant?’ I echoed. ‘With a turkey baster in the basement, you mean? There wasn’t a man involved?’


Martha sucked in a nervous breath. ‘Victoria. We don’t like to talk about these things.’


‘No, we don’t,’ Ed agreed nastily, turning to her. ‘Your daughter. You couldn’t control her. For twenty-five years the neighbors whispered behind my back, and now I have to be insulted in my own house by that Italian bitch’s daughter.’


My face turned hot. ‘You’re disgusting, Djiak. You’re terrified of women. You hate your own wife and daughter. No wonder Louisa turned to someone else for a little affection. Who was it to get you so exercised? Your local priest?’


He sprang up from the table, knocking over his beer stein, and hit me in the mouth. ‘Get out of my house, you mongrel bitch! Don’t ever come back with your filthy mind, your vile tongue!’


I got up slowly and went over to stand in front of him, my face close enough to smell the beer on his breath. ‘You may not insult my mother, Djiak. Any other garbage from the cesspool you call a mind I’ll tolerate. But you ever insult my mother again in my hearing I will break your neck.’


I stared at him fiercely until he turned his head uneasily away.


‘Good-bye, Mrs. Djiak. Thanks for the coffee.’


She was on her knees mopping the floor by the time I got to the kitchen door. The beer had soaked through my socks. In the entryway I paused to take them off, slipping my bare feet into my running shoes. Mrs. Djiak came up behind me, cleaning my beery footprints.


‘I begged you not to talk to him about it, Victoria.’


‘Mrs. Djiak, all I want is Caroline’s father’s name. Tell me and I won’t bother you anymore.’
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