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  PART ONE MEMORY BLEEDING




  







  CHAPTER 1


  

  



  I heard the sirens, but paid them no mind. They were near, and they were loud, but this was the west side of Cleveland, and while there were

  many worse places in the world, it was also not the type of neighborhood where a police siren made you do a double take.




  “You ready, West Tech?” Amy Ambrose asked, taking a shot from the free throw line that caught nothing but the old chain net as it fell. Out here the nets were chain, not cord, and

  while they could lacerate your hand on a rebound attempt, they sounded awfully satisfying when a shot fell through, a jingle of success like a winning pull on a slot machine.




  “Of course I’m ready,” I answered, trying to match her shot but clanging it off the rim instead. This didn’t bode well. Amy had been challenging me to a game of horse all

  week, and I was distressed to find she could actually shoot. I’d played basketball for West Tech in the last years of the school, before the old building was shut down, but it had been

  several months since I’d even taken a shot. Amy had become a basketball fan in recent years, more inspired than ever since LeBron James had arrived in Cleveland, and I had a bad feeling that

  I was about to become the latest victim of her new hobby.




  “I hope you’ve got a better touch than that when you actually need it,” Amy said of my errant effort.




  “I was always more of a point guard in high school,” I said. “You know, a distributor.”




  “So you couldn’t shoot,” Amy said, hitting Sorrow Anthemanother shot, this one from the baseline. She pointed at her feet. “You’ve got to make it from

  here.”




  I missed. Amy grinned.




  “You’ve got an ‘H’ already, stud. Looks like this will be a short one.” She was about to release her next shot when her cell phone rang with a shrill, hideous

  rendition of Beethoven’s Fifth. She missed the shot wide, then turned to me with a frown. “Doesn’t count. The cell phone distracted me.”




  “It counts,” I answered. “You ask me, you should be penalized a letter just for having that ring on your phone.”




  She let the phone go unanswered. I took a shot from the three-point line and made it. Amy missed, and we were tied at “H.” Her phone rang again, turning the heads of a few of the

  kids who were hanging out at the opposite end of the court. We were playing at an elementary school not far from my apartment.




  “I’m not losing to you, Lincoln,” Amy said as I hit another shot. She continued to ignore the phone, which was on the ground behind the basket, and eventually it silenced.

  After a long moment of focusing, she took the shot and made it, forcing me to try again.




  We traded makes for a few minutes, and then Amy pulled ahead by a letter. We were both beginning to sweat now as we moved around the court, the mugginess of the August day not fading as fast as

  the sun. Amy looked like a teenager in her shorts and T-shirt, with her curly hair pulled back into a ponytail. A couple of boys who were maybe sixteen went past on skateboards and gave her a long,

  approving stare.




  “Your shot,” Amy said after she finally missed one. “Make it interesting, would you?”




  I dribbled left and came back to the right, pivoted, and fired a pretty fadeaway jump shot that caught the side of the backboard and sailed out of bounds, a Michael Jordan move with Lincoln

  Perry results.




  “That was embarrassing even to watch,” Amy said.




  “I won seven games with that move in high school, smart-ass.”




  “Really?”




  “No.”




  Her phone began to ring again. I groaned.




  “Just answer the damn thing or turn it off, Ace.”




  “Okay.” She tossed the ball back to me and walked over to pick up the phone. While she talked, I stepped outside the three-point line and put up a few more long shots, missing more

  than I hit.




  Amy hung up and walked back onto the court. She stood with her hands on her hips, her eyes distant.




  “What’s up?” I said, dribbling the ball idly with one hand.




  “It was my editor. Big story breaking. He wanted to know if I had a good source with the fire department.”




  “Oh?”




  “Involves your old neighborhood,” she said. “Any chance you want to ride down there with me and do some reporting? Maybe you could hook me up with a good source or

  two.”




  I smiled. “You’re way too suburban to be hanging out in my old neighborhood, Ace.”




  “Shut up.” Amy likes to think of herself as tough and street-savvy, and she hates it when I hassle her about her childhood in Parma, a middle-class suburb south of the city. I was

  west side all the way.




  “What’s the story?” I took another jump shot and hit it.




  “Murder.”




  “That does sound like the old neighborhood.” I retrieved the ball and dribbled back to the top of the key, my back to Amy.




  “Some guy set fire to a house down on Train Avenue with a woman inside. Dumbass was caught on tape, though. A liquor-store surveillance camera from across the street, I guess. When the

  cops went to arrest him this evening, he fought them and got away.”




  “Remember the sirens we heard earlier?” I said.




  “That could’ve been the reason for them. Guy who set the fire lives up on Clark Avenue. I thought you grew up off Clark.”




  “That’s right.” I took another shot. “What’s the guy’s name?”




  “Ed Gradduk.”




  The ball hit hard off the back of the rim and came bouncing straight at me. I let it sail past without even extending a hand. It rolled to the far end of the court, but I kept my eyes on

  Amy.




  “Ed Gradduk,” I said.




  “That’s how my editor pronounced it. You know him?”




  The sun was all the way behind the school now, the court bathed in shadows. The ball lay still about fifty feet behind us. I walked across the court, picked it up, and brought it back to Amy.

  She was watching me with raised eyebrows.




  “You okay?”




  “I’m okay,” I said. “Here’s your ball. Listen, I’m sorry, but I need to leave. Consider it a forfeit if you want. We’ll have a rematch some other

  time.”




  She took the ball and frowned at me. “Lincoln, what’s the problem? Do you know this guy?”




  I wiped sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand and looked off, away from the orange sunset and toward the shadows east of us. Toward Clark Avenue.




  “I knew him. And I’m sorry, but I’ve got to go, Ace.”




  “Go where?”




  “I need to take a walk, Amy.”




  She wanted to protest, to ask more questions, but she didn’t. Instead she stood alone on the basketball court while I walked away. I went around the school building and out to the street,

  got inside my truck, and started the engine. The air conditioner hit me with a blast of warm air and I switched it off and lowered the windows instead. It was stuffy and hot in the truck, but the

  trickle of sweat sliding down my spine was as cold as lake water.




  It’s early summer. I’m twelve years old, as is Edward Nathaniel Gradduk, my best friend. We are spending this night as

  we’ve spent every night so far this summer: playing catch in Ed’s front yard. The yard is narrow, as they all are on Clark Avenue, so we begin our game in the driveway. As the night

  grows late, though, the house and the trees block out the remains of the sun, and we move into the front yard to prolong things. Here, with the glow of the streetlight, we can play all night if we

  want to. The ball is difficult to see until it is right on you, but we’ve decided this is a good practice element, calling for faster reflexes. By the time we get to high school, we’ll

  have the best reflexes around, and from there it will be a short trip to the major leagues. High school, to us, seems about as real a possibility as the major leagues this summer; a dreamworld with

  driver’s licenses and cars and girls with breasts.




  “Pete Rose is a worthless piece of shit,” Ed says, whipping the ball at me with a sidearm motion. “I don’t care how many hits he has.”




  “Damn straight,” I reply, returning the throw. Ed and I are Cleveland Indians fans, horrible team or not, and if you’re a Cleveland Indians fan you hate Pete Rose. You hate

  him because he is a star player in Cincinnati, a few hours to the south, but more than that, you hate him because he ran into Ray Fosse at full speed in an All-Star game more than a decade ago and

  Ray was never the same after the collision. Thirty years after the team’s last pennant, a player like Ray Fosse means a lot to Indians fans. He is another bust now, another hope extinguished,

  but for this one we get the satisfaction of blaming Pete Rose.




  “My dad said he’d like to see Pete Rose come up to Cleveland and go into one of the bars,” Ed says. “Said he’d get his ass kicked so fast it wouldn’t even

  be funny. ’Cept it would be funny, you know? Funnier than shit.”




  Ed has a way of talking just like his old man, which explains the persistent profanity. My own dad would clock me if he ever heard me swearing like we do, but when I’m with Ed,

  it’s safe. Cool, even. A couple of tough guys.




  “Damn straight,” I say again, a tough-guy phrase if ever there was one. “I wish I could be there to see it.”




  “Pete’ll never come to town,” Ed says. “Doesn’t have the balls.”




  Ed lives on Clark Avenue, and I live with my father in a small house on Frontier Avenue, just south of Clark. Our wanderings carry us as far east as Fulton Road, and a favorite spot is St.

  Mary’s Cemetery on West Thirty-eighth. Sometimes Ed and I run through the cemetery at night, telling each other ghost stories that start out seeming corny but end up making us sprint for

  home. Ed’s mother is always at home; my mother has been dead since I was three. I have a framed picture of her on the table beside my bed. The first time Ed saw it, he frowned and asked why I

  had a picture of my mother in my room. I told him she was dead, flushing with a mix of shame and anger—ashamed that I was embarrassed to have the picture out, and angry that Ed was

  challenging it. He looked at it judiciously, touched the edge of the frame gently with his finger, and said, “She was real pretty.” From then on, Ed Gradduk has been my best

  friend.




  My dad’s at home now, probably asleep in his armchair with the Indians game on the television or the radio, whichever is broadcasting tonight. We don’t have cable, so we still

  listen to a lot of the games on the radio. I’m allowed to be at Ed’s house because his mother is home. Ed’s father is probably down at the Hideaway, playing cards and drinking

  beer. He might come home soon, toss the ball around with us for a while and tell jokes, or he might not come home at all. Ed will pretend he doesn’t care if his dad hasn’t shown up by

  the time we go to bed, but he’ll also alternate glances between the clock and the street until he falls asleep.




  “Pretty Boy Pete Rose,” Ed sings, jogging back until he is on the sidewalk and rifling the ball at me so hard I take a step back and hold my glove up with both hands, feeling

  silly, but thankful I am able to see the damn thing before it can drill me in the nose.




  “Tougher than usual tonight,” Ed says, seeing my near disaster with his throw. He points skyward. “One of the streetlights is burned out.”




  “You wanna go in?” I say.




  He scowls. “Nah, I don’t want to go in this early.”




  I toss the ball in and out of my mitt and wait for him to make a decision. He scuffs his sneaker on the ground and eyes the garage thoughtfully.




  “ ’Member when my dad was painting the house?” he asks. When I nod, he says, “Well, he couldn’t do it till he got home from work, and by then it was already

  almost dark. So he bought a spotlight to help him.”




  “You still have it?”




  “Yeah. He never really used it, said the paint always looked different during the day and that pissed him off. But I think he kept the light.”




  “We bring that out here, maybe we can even see well enough to hit wiffle balls,” I say, liking this suggestion. “It’d be like playing at the stadium in a night

  game.”




  “Come on.” Ed drops his mitt to the ground and starts for the tiny, one-car garage that sits behind the house. I follow.




  There used to be a floodlight attached to the garage, but it, too, is broken. The overhead door is down, and we have to go in through the side door. Ed’s a step in front of me, but even

  so I can smell the gas as soon as he pulls the door open. Most old garages carry the smell of fuel with them, but this is different, just a bit too strong. There’s music playing,

  too—Van Morrison singing “Into the Mystic.”




  Ed is fumbling against the wall for the light switch, oblivious to the smell. He can’t find the switch, reaching with a twelve-year-old’s short arms, so he steps farther into the

  garage. I move with him, and now I’m inside the dank little building. The fuel smell is still potent. I’m wearing my mitt, but I slip it off my hand and let it drop to the concrete

  floor. The baseball is clenched tight in my right hand, my arm pulled back a bit. I’ve never been scared of the dark, but for some reason I want out of this garage.




  “I can’t find the damn switch,” Ed mutters beside me, and then there’s a click and the little room fills with bright white light. For a second it’s too bright,

  and I close my eyes against the shock. They’re closed when I hear Ed begin to scream.




  My eyes snap open and I take a stumbling step backward, trying to get out of the garage, thinking that there is an attacker in here, some sort of threat to make Ed scream like that. My back

  hits the wall, though, and in the extra second I’m kept in the garage my eyes finally take in the scene.




  Ed’s father’s Chevy Nova is inside the garage. The driver’s window is down and upon the doorframe rests Norm Gradduk’s head. His face is pointed toward the ceiling,

  his skin puffy and unnatural. It takes one look to tell even me, a child, that he is dead.




  Ed runs toward the car, shrieking in a pitch higher than I would’ve thought he could possibly reach. He extends his arms to his father, then pulls them back immediately. He wants to

  help him; he’s scared to touch him.




  “We gotta call somebody,” I say, my own voice trembling. I step closer to the car despite a deep desire to get as far from the scene as possible, and now I can see inside.

  There’s a bottle of liquor in Norm Gradduk’s lap. One of his hands is still wrapped around it. On the stereo, Van Morrison sings of a foghorn blowing, “I want to hear it, I

  don’t have to fear it . . .”




  Ed turns and runs past me, out the door and into the yard. He’s still screaming, and after one more look at Norm Gradduk, I begin to shout, too. Inside the house, Ed’s mother

  yells for everyone to keep it down out there.




  It takes the paramedics seven minutes to arrive, and about seventy seconds for them to tell Ed and his mother that there is nothing they can do.




  







  CHAPTER 2




  I still knew the house, although I hadn’t been inside in years. Word of mouth brought me the news that Ed had bought his childhood

  home, and while I could no longer remember the source, I remembered hearing about it. The house had never been a showpiece—nothing in our neighborhood was—but when Ed’s dad was

  alive it had been the best on the block, hands down. He’d spent hours on it, painting and repairing and weeding. My own father had always been impressed by it, telling me on many occasions

  that while Norm Gradduk had his faults, he took pride in his home, and there weren’t enough men around who still did that.




  It was evident that Ed intended to match his father’s devotion. The house looked bad, with a sagging porch roof, a broken window on the second story, and paint that had forgotten whether

  it was pale yellow or white and decided to settle on grimy gray. A ladder was leaning against the west side of the house, though, and it was clear that someone had been scraping the peeling paint

  off that wall with the idea of applying a fresh coat. A stack of discarded scrap wood near the porch was evidence of new planking laid on the floor. No doubt the porch roof was next on the

  list.




  No police cars were in the driveway or at the curb when I arrived, but I saw a black Crown Victoria parked on the street two blocks down. They would be there all night, watching for a return

  that would surely not occur. I parked my truck facing them, and then I walked through the yard and up the front steps. Maybe someone would be home. A girlfriend, or a roommate. Hell, he could be

  married by now for all I knew.




  My footsteps were loud on the new porch. I stood there and looked around for a minute, lost in memories, then nearly fell back off the porch when someone screamed at me from inside the

  house.




  “Go away, go away, go away,” a woman’s voice screeched. “I told you filthy bastards to go away!”




  I started to heed the command, but then the voice jarred something loose in my memory, and I stopped and turned to the closed front door.




  “Mrs. Gradduk, it’s Lincoln Perry,” I said, speaking loudly.




  Cars passed on the street, and a few blocks down some kids were yelling and laughing, bass music thumping in the background, a party building. The streetlight flickered and hummed, and I stood

  with my hands in my pockets and waited. I waited until I was sure she was not coming to the door, and then I reached out and knocked. I’d hardly laid my knuckles to the wood when the door

  swung open and a thin woman with hollow eye sockets and deep wrinkles stood before me.




  “You son of a bitch,” she said. Her voice was as thin as she was; you could hear it fine but it always seemed on the verge of breaking, maybe disappearing altogether. If you

  didn’t know the woman, you’d associate those vocal qualities with old age or a lifetime of cigarettes. But I knew that the voice had always been the same and that she’d never

  smoked. Her hand rested on the doorknob, and her forearm and wrist were the sort of severely thin that made me think of starving children in Africa and black-and-white footage of Holocaust

  concentration camps. Her skin hung draped from sharp, angular bones in the same fashion as her sleeveless dress, creased and puckered and wrinkled. Her blond hair was gray now, filled with split

  ends and tangles. Looking at her, it was hard to believe that she had once been a beautiful woman. Not that many years had passed, but it seemed she’d aged ten with every one that had gone by

  on the calendar.




  “Evening, Mrs. Gradduk,” I said. Evening. As if I’d dropped by for a glass of lemonade and a chance to discuss the weather and the kids.




  She tightened her hand on the knob, and I couldn’t help but stare at it, waiting for the bones to splinter.




  “What the hell do you think you’re doing here?”




  A fine question. I licked dry lips and ran a hand through my hair, my eyes on the fresh planks beneath my feet.




  “Well?” she said.




  “I didn’t know you were living here, too,” I said, just to fill the silence with something.




  “I asked what you want.”




  I straightened up and looked her in the eye again. “I guess I’d like to find Ed. Maybe I can . . . maybe I can help him.”




  “Help him? Help him?” She took a half step out onto the landing, peering up at me, her mouth twisted with distaste. “You’re the one to blame for this, you know? He

  made one mistake and then you ruined him. He was never the same.”




  “That was a long time ago,” I said. “I can’t fix that. But I hear Ed’s in a lot of trouble now. I’d like to find him.”




  She leaned back and glared at me. “You even spoken to him in the last ten years?”




  It hadn’t been ten years, but I also hadn’t spoken to him. I didn’t answer, just stood there awkwardly before a woman who’d once baked me cookies and was now looking at

  me as if she’d like to sink her teeth into me, pour venom into my veins.




  “What the hell do you think you can do, you asshole?” she said, and I was struck by her language, the stream of profanity. In all the years I’d known Alberta Gradduk, I

  couldn’t think of one time I’d heard her swear. “The police have it all on tape. He did it, you know. He set that fire and burned that girl up. And you want to know why he did

  it?”




  I didn’t answer.




  “Because it’s what he turned into after you turned your back on him. He made a mistake. People make mistakes. And you were supposed to be his friend. His best friend.”




  “I did what I was required to do, Mrs. Gradduk. I’d taken an oath, and it didn’t stop with friends.”




  “What do you think you can do now?” she said, and while there was still hostility in her voice, there was also a hint, however vague, of hope.




  “I don’t know.” Down the street, the shouts and the music were getting louder, the party picking up steam. I took a glance at the Crown Victoria at the curb, saw the

  streetlight reflecting off the tinted windshield, then looked back at Ed Gradduk’s mother.




  “I know attorneys, and I know the police,” I said. “I’m an investigator now. I don’t know what the situation was, but I do know he’s only doing himself more

  harm by running. He needs to come in and get legal help, get some people behind him. I can help him with that. Right now, he’s just getting himself into more trouble.”




  “And you’d know all about getting him into trouble.”




  “Listen,” I began, but she wasn’t having it.




  “Get away from my house,” she said, stepping back inside. I saw for the first time that she was barefoot, the veins on her pale feet standing out stark and thick and purple against

  the skin.




  “I can help him if I can find him,” I said, and somehow I believed it, though I had no reason to. “Where would he go, Mrs. Gradduk?”




  But she closed the door then, the old windowpane rattling as it slammed. I heard the bolt roll shut and the security chain slip into place. For one wild moment I was ready to lean back and slam

  my foot against the door, kick it again and again until it was open and I could grab the crazy old bitch and shake her and tell her that it wasn’t my fault, it had never been my fault, Ed had

  screwed up and I’d had no choice but to be the one who made him accountable. It’s tough to raise that kind of anger and conviction over something you’re not entirely sure you

  believe, though. I turned and walked back down the steps.




  His closest friend was Scott Draper. It had been me once, but that was long in the past, and Draper had lingered as a presence in Ed’s

  life while I had not. At least four years had passed since I’d seen Draper, but he wouldn’t be hard to find; the Hideaway on Clark Avenue had been in his family for three generations,

  and unless the building had crumbled around him, he’d be there now.




  To get there, I had to walk west down the street, past the Crown Vic. I was about ten feet from it when there was the soft purr of a power window, and a drawling voice said, “How’s

  it going, partner?”




  “Fine,” I said, walking past, but then the door opened and one of the car’s occupants stepped out onto the sidewalk in front of me. I pulled up and looked at a cop whom

  I’d never seen before. If he knew me, he didn’t show it.




  “Nice night, huh?” he said, leaning against the car. I glanced in the vehicle, trying to see the face of the man in the passenger seat, but it was too dark.




  “Fine night,” I said, trying to step around him and continue on my way. He stepped with me, though, and I pulled up again.




  “Mind my asking what your business with Mrs. Gradduk was?” He was tall enough that I had to look up at him, into a face that was set in a hard scowl, dark brown eyes looking at me

  coldly. It wasn’t the eyes that held my attention, though, but his nose. It was swollen and purple, the bridge askew beneath the puffiness, the discoloration spreading into his eye sockets.

  He’d had his nose broken very recently. Probably by Ed Gradduk, if Amy’s information about his fight with police had been accurate.




  “Expressing my condolences,” I said. “Heard her son had a run of bad luck today.”




  “Or caused one,” the cop said. “What’s he got to do with you?”




  “I’m his priest,” I said, and stepped away one more time. He reached out and put his hand on my arm, but I twisted free and kept going.




  I should have stopped and talked to him. I should have explained the situation for exactly what it was, tell him that I was an old friend with no idea what I was doing here, chased by bad

  memories. Tell him that I’d been a cop, too, maybe swap a few stories about long nights on stakeout duty. Everything about the evening had suddenly become surreal, though, twisted and

  strange. And so, even while I told myself to stop and clear the air, I lengthened my stride and pulled away. He did not pursue me.




  I walked west on Clark for several blocks, past the Clark Recreation Center, an ancient brick building that had started as a bathhouse around the turn of the century. For decades now it had been

  a rec center, and I remembered many furious basketball games played on the small court inside, a handful of onlookers watching from the balcony that ringed the court. Tonight a group of Hispanic

  teens sat on the steps and watched me go past. The neighborhood was shifting more and more toward the Hispanic and Puerto Rican populations now, but it had been even when I was growing up. Beside

  the kids was a vacant lot, nothing left but a concrete pad where a house had once stood. I remembered the house, and seeing the lot empty made me feel much older than my years.




  The Hideaway was just west of the rec center, tucked in a narrow building with a crumbling brick facade and a PABST BLUE RIBBON sign hanging in the window. I hesitated on

  the cracked sidewalk for a moment, looking up at the familiar structure. First place I’d been served a beer. I was fourteen—something the bartender had been well aware of—and

  I’d knocked the neck of my bottle together with Ed’s before I’d downed it. Budweiser, of course. That’s what you choose to drink when you’re fourteen; it’s got

  to be called the King of Beers for a reason, right? I’d spent countless hours in the place growing up, and I remembered the interior of the bar as well as my old house. Upstairs, there was a

  storeroom and an attic, but those windows were dark tonight. Whatever business had been next door was gone, the space empty now. I went up the steps and entered the bar.




  Inside, the room seemed long and narrow, with cramped booths lining the walls and cigarette smoke hanging in the air. A broken jukebox sat beside a pay phone on the back wall. This was the

  dining room, and although I could remember some booths as the permanent residences of local boozehounds, I didn’t remember anyone doing much dining here. A Hideaway cheeseburger was

  considered a real risk; the sirloin steak, for no one but the foolish or suicidal. They could pour a cold Bud or PBR, though, fill a glass with Jack, and that’s all anyone there tended to

  need.




  Through the doorway to my left was the bar, a long expanse of oak lined with vinyl-covered stools, the way a bar is supposed to be. Behind the bar was a massive shelving unit with liquor bottles

  stacked in front of a long mirror, and at the end of it stood two pool tables. Both were in use now, and only a handful of the barstools were occupied. A white kid in a sleeveless shirt and

  toboggan-style hat was manning the bar. Summer, and he’s wearing a toboggan. Tough.




  “What can I get you?” he said.




  “Your boss,” I answered, and he frowned.




  “ ’Scuse me?”




  “Scott Draper still own this place?”




  A slow nod. “Uh-huh.”




  “Well, go get him.”




  He didn’t like the commanding quality of my tone, but he responded to it, walking out from behind the bar and toward the steps at the rear of the building. He paused on the first step and

  looked back at me.




  “Who’s here for him?”




  “Lincoln Perry.” The guys at the bar were watching the exchange, but my name didn’t seem to mean anything. It had been a while since I’d spent any time in the

  Hideaway.




  The kid went up the stairs and I settled onto a stool with a split vinyl cover. The television above the bar had the Indians game on, the Tribe down two in the bottom of the seventh with bases

  loaded and the cleanup hitter at the plate. First pitch was low and away, but he swung and caught air. Second pitch, same location, same result. Third pitch a heater right down the middle and he

  sat on it for called strike three.




  “Lincoln.”




  I looked over my shoulder. Scott Draper was as I’d remembered—tall, thick, and bald. He had a natural sort of muscle; as far as I knew, he’d never set foot in a gym, but he

  could probably bench-press a Honda if he needed to. He’d been shaving his head since we were kids.




  “Long time, brother,” he said, extending his hand. His voice was warm, but his eyes didn’t show anything one way or the other.




  “Has been,” I said, shaking his hand, his palm rough and calloused against mine. “Good to see you’ve kept the place running.”




  “Would’ve closed down a year ago, but I couldn’t convince these drunks to go home,” he said loudly. The men beside me laughed, one of them giving Draper the finger.

  Regulars.




  I gave it a half smile, then said, “You heard about Ed?”




  He let his eyes linger on mine for a moment, then looked up at the television, a beer commercial playing, and picked up a pack of cigarettes that lay on the bar. I didn’t think they were

  his, but nobody said anything. He shook one out, took a Zippo from one of the guys at the bar, and lit it.




  “I heard,” he said when he’d taken his first drag.




  “It doesn’t sound good,” I said.




  He shook his head and blew smoke at me. “Not good. Some serious shit, is what it is. Murder. Plus arson, but at that point who cares?”




  I nodded. “Cops come down here?”




  “Not long ago, actually. Asked a lot of questions, I told ’em where they could stick it, they made some noise about building inspections and liquor licenses, you know, trying to be

  heavy about it. Then they left.”




  “They caught up with him and he got away, is the way I hear it.”




  “That’s the way they tell it, yes.” He put his eyes back on the television. After a brief period of silence he flicked them back at me. “And what’s it got to do

  with you, Perry?”




  “Not a damn thing.”




  “But you’re here?”




  I nodded. “Figured if I could find him, I might be able to help him out.”




  He raised an eyebrow, amused. “Help him?”




  I wasn’t sure if he was entertained by the notion that I would try to help Ed, or that I thought I could.




  “I don’t know how,” I said. “But he’s not doing himself any good taking off like this. They’ll catch up with him eventually, and then it’ll go harder

  than ever.”




  The game was back on, taking the attention of the drinkers at the bar again, so we were alone even in the group. Draper put out his cigarette and frowned at me.




  “You haven’t said a word to him in all these years, have you?”




  I shook my head. “Tried once,” I said, and then, after a beat of silence, “but not very hard.”




  “And yet you drive down here as soon as you hear about this shit? Feel the need to involve yourself?”




  I understood his disbelief, because I was feeling it, too. But all I could do was nod.




  “Well, I guess that’s a hell of a nice thing for you to do,” he said. “But I don’t know what to tell you, Lincoln. I don’t know where he is. If he shows,

  I’ll tell him the same thing you’d tell him—to go turn himself in.”




  “If anybody can get in touch with him, Scott, it’s you. I’d like to talk to him.”




  He kept his eyes on the television but I could see the muscles in his chest and shoulders tighten.




  “Listen,” he said, “you already know how I feel about the way you dicked Ed over to help your career. But you’ve stayed out of the neighborhood and out my bar since then,

  and, shit, we were friends once. Because of that I thought I’d do my damnedest to be cordial when you showed up here. But you’re making that awfully hard, Lincoln.”




  “I appreciate the attempt at cordiality,” I said, “however poorly executed.”




  “Please don’t make me . . . ,” he began, but before he could get any further, Ed Gradduk came down the stairs that led up to the storeroom and shouldered his way past the crowd

  at the pool table.




  







  CHAPTER 3




  I watched Ed walk toward us, and when Draper saw my face, he turned and swore under his breath.




  Ed was wearing jeans and a white T-shirt. There was blood on the shirt and a nasty gash over his right eye. His hair was tousled and long, and beneath it his face was tan and smooth. Not yet

  thirty, and facing life in prison, if the jury went easy.




  “A friend in need,” he shouted as he approached, and it took only those four slurred words to let me know he was hammered. “Where does that put me, Lincoln? I’m in need,

  my man, that’s for damn sure. But you a friend? Shit.”




  Draper put his hand out and caught Ed’s shoulder, trying to turn him and send him back up the steps, but Ed shrugged it off. His movements and his speech showed he was drunk, but his blue

  eyes were sharp and piercing. When we were kids, people used to take us for brothers, with the same dark blond hair and bright blue eyes.




  “What are you doing here?” he said.




  “I heard you were in some trouble.”




  “Some trouble? You jerking me off, man? Some trouble?” He looked at Draper and laughed wildly, but Scott didn’t crack a smile. He was glancing at the door, probably

  thinking that a cop could step inside at any moment, that there might be one watching the bar from the street.




  “He’s taking a few hours to get himself together,” Draper said to me, eyes still on the door. “Had to get his mind in order, sober up, cool off. Maybe call an attorney,

  maybe get his hands on a car and bail.” Draper snapped his eyes back to me and now they were hard and unfriendly. “I’m not going to make the call, Lincoln. Wasn’t when he

  showed up, and I won’t now.”




  “Nobody’s making any calls just yet,” I said. Ed was watching me with a leering grin, swaying like a sailor on board a pitching ship.




  “The hell you doing here?” he said, and his voice was filled with wonder and not anger. “I mean, damn, Lincoln. You just gotta be there when I go down, huh? Gotta soak

  it up, savor it?”




  I met his eyes, and I waited for my own response, waited for the words to form themselves into something that would get through to him, tell him how it had been for me, tell him why I’d

  had to do it. The words didn’t come, though. After eight years of waiting for them, I shouldn’t have been surprised.




  “Good luck, Ed,” I told him, and then I turned and walked for the door.




  He started after me, and when Draper tried to pull him back, Ed told him to stay the hell inside. I pushed the door open and stepped out into the cooling air, stood on the sidewalk with my hands

  at my sides and my eyes on the ground while Ed joined me. He took out a cigarette and lit it, and we stood there together in silence. The smell of the alcohol was heavy on him, but somehow I had

  the sense his mind was sober right now.




  “They execute a guy for murder in Ohio, don’t they?” he said.




  “Sometimes.”




  He nodded and smoked some more.




  “Sometimes they don’t,” I said. “Depends on the circumstances. What are yours?”




  He laughed, and it was a menacing sound, so empty it chilled me to the core.




  “What are my circumstances?” He laughed again. “Oh, man. You don’t even want to hear about it, Lincoln. They are not clean. I can tell you that. They are not

  clean.”




  He began to walk down the sidewalk then, swaying and weaving but moving fast enough, and he motioned for me to follow with a jerk of his hand. I shot a glance down the street, looking, as Draper

  had, for a police presence. When I saw none, I followed.




  “My circumstances,” he said around the cigarette, “are a little difficult to explain. I hear there’s a videotape of it, though, and that’s all the jury needs to

  see. If a picture is worth a thousand words, then what’s a video against words from an ex-con? Probably worth a million of those. A guy like me could run the world dry of words, still not

  have enough.”




  The breeze picked up, rustling the trash and gravel on the sidewalk and sending dust and bits of fine dirt into our eyes. I blinked against it, ducked my shoulders, and put my head down.




  “What happened, Ed?”




  He worked on the cigarette for a while, and when I glanced at him the gash above his eye was brighter than it had been, the wound opening up again and spilling more blood.




  “In the beginning,” Ed Gradduk told me, “it was all about money. The revenue stream, as my old man would have called it. I found one, buddy. It was already there, but I got my

  piece of the action, played my role, and took my cut. All you can ask, right?”




  I didn’t answer, and we walked on in silence for maybe a block, Ed sorting out his thoughts.




  “So it was money,” he said. “A lot of money to some people, less to others.”




  “And to you?”




  “Enough to me. It was enough. But then . . .” The menacing laugh came again, and with it the temperature seemed to drop ten degrees. “Then it stopped being about money. Got

  personal.”




  “Why?”




  He stopped walking and looked at me, tilting his head to the side.




  “A man told me a story.”




  I raised my eyebrows. “What story?”




  “The one he didn’t want to tell,” Ed answered. “And I do feel bad about that. It was hard on him, because he knew it’d be hard on me. Stuff like that, well, it

  doesn’t tell easy, Lincoln. But I guess that’s how it goes. The stories that matter most are the hardest to tell.”




  “Did you kill the woman?”




  He blew smoke wearily. “I did not kill the woman. And I don’t give a damn if they have a video or a picture or a thousand eyewitnesses to whatever it is they say happened,

  Lincoln—that’s not how it went down.”




  “I can help you, Ed,” I said, and he raised his eyebrows and snorted. “I can help you, but you’ve got to tell me the whole score. Give me the names, give me the facts,

  lay it out there.”




  His eyes had drifted past me, over my shoulder and into the houses behind me. He pointed at them with his cigarette.




  “Andy Butcher used to live in a house up that street. ’Member him? Crazy little shit. We were standing out in his front lawn that day the bus from the Catholic school went by.”

  He laughed and smiled, seemingly carefree, just another guy out for an evening stroll. What murder charge? Nope, not me.




  “The bus from the Catholic school goes by, and one of those shirt-and-tie boys tosses a bottle at us? You remember it; I know you do. Little prick throws a bottle at us, and it hits the

  grass instead of the sidewalk, doesn’t bust. And Andy, shit, he picks it up and takes off running. Bus must be doing twenty miles an hour, but he catches up to it.”




  I remembered it, the scene playing through my head now like a movie clip: Andy Butcher sprinting after the bus with the bottle in his hand; the bus slowing because a car had just swung out of a

  driveway in front of it. Andy making a jump right at the side of the bus, Ed and I standing back in the yard with our mouths hanging open, staring in amazement, as Butcher hooked his left arm

  through the half-opened bus window and hung there, clinging to the side of the moving bus while he brought the bottle in with his right hand and smashed it against the stunned Catholic school

  kid’s face.




  “Man, we ran like hell,” Ed said.




  I nodded, and somehow I wanted to smile, even though this was no time to reminisce. “We did,” I said. “The bus driver got out, started chasing us, screaming about getting the

  police.”




  We’d gone probably twenty blocks that day before any of us had the sense to cut in one direction or the other, get out of the driver’s line of sight. Ran through a few yards until we

  collapsed in a heap, laughing our asses off and exchanging high fives.




  “Butcher, he was one hell of an athlete,” Ed said. “Never played an organized sport in his life, but he could catch a moving bus and hang in the window. Amazing.”




  “Ed, you’ve got to tell me what happened,” I began, not wanting to talk about Andy Butcher anymore, but he held up his hand and interrupted again.




  “People talk about memories like they’re the best things in the world, Lincoln. They love the word, love the feel of it, say it with this breathlessness, all nostalgic and shit.

  Memories, they say. Oh, how I love those memories.”




  He tossed his cigarette to the pavement and ground it out under a well-worn Nike. “Sometimes, they hurt.” He looked up at me. “Memories, I mean. I know there are good ones, but

  bad ones? Man, that’s the worst. You’d do whatever you could to put them away, drive them out of your mind, lock them out for good. But you can’t do that. They’ll keep

  coming back, and, Lincoln, those suckers can hurt. It’s like your memory’s bleeding, you know? And you can’t do anything but give it some time, wait for it to clot.

  Can’t stitch it up. Just got to wait it out.”




  “Ed”—I tried to fill my voice with some of the commanding tone I’d used on the bartender—“give that talking-in-riddles shit a rest, all right? Maybe you

  didn’t want to see me down here, but I came, anyhow. And if you want my help, I’ll do the best I can. But you got to tell it to me.”




  He started walking again, and while his steps seemed a little surer now than they had when we’d left the bar, it still wasn’t difficult to tell he was drunk. His eyes looked sober,

  though, and his face had a serious cast that told me his mind was—finally—very much in the moment.




  “You don’t need to be a part of this, Lincoln,” he said. He still moved with shuffling steps, his feet seeming not to come off the ground at all. It was the way he’d

  walked when he was twelve.




  “I know that.”




  “I went to the prosecutor,” he said. “You know what he told me?”




  “I don’t know, Ed.”




  “Told me to go home and keep myself out of trouble. Told me he had enough problems without a con like me coming to him with wild schemes and rumors. You believe that? The man’s paid

  with taxpayer cash, Lincoln, and he sent me out of his office. Told me to stay out of trouble.”




  “Why’d you go to the prosecutor?”




  “I’ll tell you something else—I tried to do it the right way. The legitimate way, you know?” His eyes had a milky cast to them again, wandering, fading back into

  the recesses of his booze-addled brain. “I tried. And they sent me home and told me to stay out of trouble. Then I said the hell with it. I’ll get them to take a look one way or the

  other, right? Because, Lincoln, the man needed somebody to bring it back to him. One way or the other.”




  A car was drifting up the street behind us. I was looking at Ed’s face, but he turned to glance at the car, and when he did, his eyes went flat.




  “Shit.”




  I turned and looked myself, and when I did, I echoed him. It was the Crown Vic that had been parked outside his mother’s house. The cops realized we’d seen them, and the driver

  punched the accelerator, closing the gap with a squeal of rubber. A flashing bubble light came on at the top of the windshield, and Ed Gradduk ran.




  “Don’t run—let them take you in, and we’ll go from there,” I yelled, but he ignored me. I ran after him and tried to grab him, hating the cops for showing up just

  when Ed was beginning to explain things. My hand caught a piece of his shirt, and when I tugged it, he spun off-balance before twisting away from me. The loss of balance sent his right foot off the

  sidewalk and into the street. I saw him glance up at the minivan that was traveling in his direction, then back at the Crown Vic coming from the opposite side. He looked at them both, then tried to

  run across the street as I lunged after him again. He made it a couple of steps, but there was too much alcohol in his bloodstream for such rapid movements, and halfway across Clark Avenue his feet

  tangled beneath him and he went down.




  The Crown Victoria driver had been pushing it, trying to get in front of Ed and block his path across the avenue. When Ed fell, the driver didn’t slow immediately, his reaction time poor.

  When he finally did register what had happened, he locked up the brakes, but far too late. The car rode the skid into and over Ed Gradduk.




  I stood on the curb and screamed something that was supposed to make sense but came out like the howl of a wounded animal, and then I ran into the street, too. Ed’s body lay under the car,

  and the stupid son of a bitch in the driver’s seat put it in reverse and backed up, rolling the front wheels over Ed once more. I screamed again, and then the car was in park and the cops

  were clambering out it, shouting at me to keep back. I ignored them and ran toward Ed, reached under the car for him.




  I had my hands on Ed’s shoulders when the cop who’d been driving grabbed me and tried to pull me back, shouting at me to get out of the way. I spun and put my right fist into his

  stomach without thinking about it, then crawled back under the car while he doubled over. Ed’s body was only partially covered by the front end of the Crown Vic, and as I tugged him free, I

  knew he was dead—blood was flowing from his nose, mouth, and even his ears, the flesh ripped and scraped, bits of the skull stark and white against the blood and torn skin. I got only a

  glance before the second cop wrapped his arm around my throat and pulled me back, pushing the barrel of his gun in my ear.




  There was more shouting then, but I don’t remember what was said. Some of it was directed at me, some of it was from me. The cops were shoving me away, and I was screaming in their faces.

  The middle-aged woman who’d been driving the van from the opposite direction got out of her vehicle, took one look at Ed, dropped to her knees, and vomited in the street. More cars had

  gathered now, and people were standing on the curb, watching the scene. One of them was moving forward, and I turned away from the cops in time to see Scott Draper just before he threw a punch at

  my head.




  “You shoved him!” he screamed. “You shoved him!”




  “He ran,” I shouted back, and he swung at me again as the cops tried to get in our way. “I tried to stop him, you stupid bastard.”




  He was still trying to get at me. I grabbed him by the shoulders and knocked him backward onto the pavement. I would have gotten a punch in if the cop who’d been driving the Crown Vic

  hadn’t caught my wrist. He slammed me onto the ground next to Draper. That’s where I remained while they put the handcuffs on—facedown on the street, my right cheek against the

  road, my left eye watching a trickle of Ed Gradduk’s blood work its way toward me, cutting a determined path over the pavement as if its last mission were to touch my flesh.




  







  CHAPTER 4




  They let me go home around midnight. Charges of interference and obstruction had been threatened but I had not been booked. The cop

  who’d been in the passenger seat, a guy named Larry Rabold, lightened up once he learned who I was, but his partner, the one who had stopped me on the sidewalk, was not so fraternal. His name

  was Jack Padgett, and he didn’t show any desire to let bygones be bygones once he found out I had been a cop. They talked to me for about an hour, asking all about Ed, particularly what

  information might have been exchanged in our brief conversation. They seemed unconvinced by my claim that I hadn’t spoken to him in years.




  “Why the hell did you come running down to his house as soon as you heard the news, then?” Padgett had asked. It was a good question, one I’d already failed to answer earlier

  in the night, and I still hadn’t come up with anything satisfactory. They’d both been intrigued by my description of how things had gone down with Ed and me a few years back, and I knew

  they’d check it out and see if they could find anything to indicate I’d had contact with the man since then. They would come up empty, though.




  Once I was kicked loose, I called a cab to take me back to my truck. Clark Avenue was dark and quiet save for a few stragglers on the sidewalk and one woman waiting for a bus. I stood at the

  curb and stared up the street to where my oldest friend had died a few hours earlier. They’d hosed the blood off the pavement, and the night heat had already baked it dry.




  I climbed inside the truck and started the engine, sat there listening to the traffic noise, and wondering if I’d be able to drive without seeing visions of Ed running into the street. I

  took a look at the clock. It was time to go home and go to bed.




  I drove to my partner’s house.




  Joe Pritchard lives on Chatfield, maybe three minutes from the office. He was in the neighborhood long before I arrived, and it was through

  him that I learned of the gym I own when it went up for sale. Recently dismissed from the police force and with no real career plans, I’d purchased the gym and moved into the building.

  Joe’s retirement a few years later had led me into the PI trade.




  His house is a brick A-frame that is common in the neighborhood, two blended triangles with a chimney rising along the front wall. I once heard that the houses were all products of Sears Roebuck

  kits that became popular as the neighborhood expanded following World War II, but I don’t know if there’s any truth to that. The neighborhood around Chatfield has been maintained better

  than most, although the majority of parents send their children to private schools rather than enrolling them in the public system. That was the case when I was growing up, too, but my father

  couldn’t afford it—and had no desire to send me to one of the private schools even if he could. If I couldn’t make it in a public high school, he often said, how the hell was I

  going to make it as a cop? Even then, it was what I told everyone I was going to do, and my father was right—four years at West Tech were invaluable to that career acclimation.




  Joe’s house is the shining star of a nice block, with a perfectly manicured lawn, gleaming windows, and a cobblestone path between the house and the sidewalk. Quite the homemaker, our Joe.

  Most of the backyard and a stretch between the driveway and the house are filled with beautiful flower gardens, heavy on the impatiens. There’s a garage behind the house, stocked with rakes

  and hoes and potting soil and fertilizer, and if you want to find Joe on a Saturday or Sunday afternoon, you need only look in the yard or in the garage. When we’d worked the narcotics beat

  together, it hadn’t been that way. Joe’s wife, Ruth, tended to the flowers and yard as if they were her reason for living, but Joe never did much more than shovel the driveway, and then

  only in the heaviest snows. It was winter when Ruth died, and when spring broke the next year, Joe hated the idea of seeing her flower gardens fail to appear in the fashion to which the neighbors

  had become accustomed. Now I think he spends more time on them than Ruth ever did.




  He met me at the door with a wary look, but it was clear he’d still been awake, which I’d expected. Joe is late to bed and early to rise and always alert despite that. There are some

  qualities you don’t leave behind after thirty years of police work. Poor sleeping patterns are among them.




  “It’s after midnight,” he said, closing the front door and following me into the living room, “and you wouldn’t show up here at that time just for small talk. So

  that makes me think this is case-related, and that troubles me. Why? Because the only cases on our plate are small-time, and you wouldn’t need to discuss them at this hour. So I’m

  guessing you’ve decided to involve yourself in whatever shit went down with your convict buddy.”
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