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For Martha and Vince Baggetto and Marzena Madej, who helped me through the hardest night of my life. If English had better words than “Thank You,” I would use them.




THE DOGS OF AUGUST
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AUGUST 14


THE LONG BUZZ on my front doorbell woke me, and then I heard the dogs. I pulled on jeans and staggered to my door, where Donna Lutas was leaning on the bell and screaming, “Will you fucking get out of bed and deal with this?”


I ignored her, stuck my feet into the running shoes I’d left outside the door, and hurried down the stairs, past a gauntlet of angry neighbors—including Mr. Contreras, resplendent in magenta pajamas.


Peppy and Mitch, the two dogs I share with him, were hurling themselves at the lobby entrance in a frenzy. A smart detective does not open her home at four in the morning when an unknown danger on the other side has roused the dogs, but Donna Lutas was yelling threats, the Sung baby was crying, and everyone was babbling incoherent worries—Should we call 911? Should we shoot the dogs?


I opened the front door just wide enough to slither through. A large brown dog with a square face and an anxious expression was tied to a lamppost near the entrance, a paper bag on the walk next to him. He had a white piece of paper wound around his collar. I unfolded it and held it under the lamp to read.




Warshawski—


You seem to know your way around dogs even if you’re terrible with people. Look after Bear until I come back for him.


Coop





I jogged down to the street, tripping on my shoelaces, hoping to see what direction Coop was heading. That was a fool’s errand: he had tied his dog to the lamppost and slipped into the darkness before Mitch and Peppy started barking.


I turned back. Bear was whining, anxiously licking his lips, when I got to him. I unhooked the leash.


“What’s going on, huh, boy?” I said softly.


The dog whined again and started down the sidewalk. I stood on his leash long enough to tie my laces, then let him lead me. We’d gone about five blocks when I realized he was trying to get to the South Side, to wherever Coop lived, not following a trail. However, when I tried to turn Bear around to head to my place, he lay on the sidewalk and refused to budge. I’m strong, but not strong enough to carry a big dog half a mile.


I squatted on the sidewalk next to him, feeling naked despite the hot night. I was wearing a sleepshirt and jeans, no underwear, no socks, no phone, no house keys.


“If Coop left you with me, he’s not going to be at home, boy. Best come with me now. We can get some sleep and sort it out in the morning. Let’s make the best of a situation neither of us wants.”


I don’t know if it was my words, my tone, or just his sad realization that his lot was hopeless, but he got up and plodded up the street with me.


“How’d a steady boy like you end up with an explosive device like him, anyway?” I asked the dog.


I barely knew Coop—I didn’t even know if that was his first or last name or just a nickname. I didn’t know where he lived, where he was from, where he might go if he’d fled Chicago.


We’d met a handful of times, and each time, he’d gone from angry to volcanic in under a minute. Maybe he really had killed Leo Prinz and thought the cops were closing in on him.


“Except, if he was going into hiding, he’d surely take you along, wouldn’t he?” I said to the dog. “And why me? He’s made it clear he despises me. No insult, but what am I going to do with you?”


We’d reached my building. I picked up the bag Coop had left.


“Another dog?” Donna Lutas screamed. She was still standing by the open door to her unit. “You can’t bring another dog in here.”


“Yes, Vic,” Mr. Sung said. “It is too much, all this barking, and then, we never know if someone is breaking in, wanting to shoot you, but maybe hitting one of us by mistake.”


Mr. Contreras usually speaks up for me, but not tonight. Mr. Sung was only reiterating what he himself often said, albeit more sympathetically: Why did I hurl myself into danger? Didn’t I care none about the people who cared about me?


Peppy and Mitch didn’t help: when they saw me escorting Bear up to the third floor they began barking and straining to follow. They didn’t want some interloper taking attention that belonged to them.


“The fucking last straw!” Lutas cried. “I’m going to the management board in the morning to demand they evict you. Three dogs? When the limit is one?” Lutas represented our building with the board of the company that managed our property.


She was a junior associate at one of the big downtown law firms. She worked ninety-hour weeks, the way all the juniors do. I knew she was sleep deprived. I knew I was not a congenial neighbor: a recent encounter with an assailant had broken one of the stairwell bannisters. I still couldn’t rouse any sympathy for her—she’d gloated as she served me with legal papers demanding that I undertake repairs.


She probably would go to the board to try to evict me; maybe she could, especially with the other residents glaring at me.


I opened the paper bag Coop had left and took out a blanket, Bear’s food bowls, and a few toys. I set everything up in the kitchen and went back to bed, but I felt like a heavily starched shirt, stiff, unbending, listening to Bear’s toenails scratching the floors as he explored the apartment. At the end, he came into my room and sniffed at me for a few minutes, then gave a heavy sigh and plopped to the floor by my bed.


“If only” is a fool’s game. But I couldn’t help thinking, if only I’d followed my first wish, to spend my birthday hiking with Peter Sansen and the dogs in the country, none of the rest of this would have happened.
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SOUTH SIDE SISTERS
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JULY 27, V.I. WARSHAWSKI’S BIRTHDAY


THE GIRLS LINED up along the wall, their faces glistening with sweat, still breathing hard.


“We could have won if Lureen had moved her fat ass into place to block—” one girl began, but Bernie silenced her.


“No one who plays for me calls another player a bad name. And there is only one way to lose a competition. What way is that?”


The girl who’d issued the insult turned her head away, but the other seven chanted in unison, “Dishonesty.”


“Right!” Bernie said. “If you don’t do your best, you are dishonest to yourself and to your team. If you do your best, you’ve won, even if the other team outscores you. You learn from mistakes, n’est-ce pas? Losing a match is only a loss if you don’t learn and grow from it.”


“Yes, Coach.”


“Louder. You believe this!”


“Yes, Coach!” they shouted.


The South Side Sisters had lost their match to the Lincoln Park Lions. Bernie—Bernadine Fouchard—had coached them with the ardor she brought to everything in her life. The girls loved her: they’d started sprinkling their conversation with French phrases, they copied her mannerisms—the way she stood with hands on hips; the way she smacked her palm against her forehead and groaned, Mon dieu.


Bernie’s sport was hockey—like her father, Pierre, like her godfather, my cousin Boom-Boom, both former Chicago Blackhawks stars. Unlike them, even though she was a gifted player, there wasn’t any way for her to make a living at the game, so she was doing the next best, majoring in sports management at Northwestern, where she played for their Big Ten hockey team.


This summer she was interning in a Chicago Park District youth camp, coaching soccer. She’d played enough soccer as a child that she knew the basics. She’d jumped into the sport with the energy she brought to everything she did. Even though her kids hadn’t had all the private camps and other opportunities that came to girls in affluent communities, Bernie inspired them to play with something close to her own ferocity.


I’d come down to Forty-seventh Street to watch the eleven-year-old Sisters play their final match of a round-robin tournament. The South Lakefront Improvement Council—SLICK—had helped sponsor the Sisters and wanted them to take a bow following the game. SLICK was holding their monthly meeting; the girls were supposed to wait in the hall until someone came out for them.


A woman whose tightly curled hair was dyed a rusty brown opened the common room door and stuck her head into the hall. “Can you girls keep it down—oh! Are these our soccer players?”


“Yes,” Bernie said. “We are a wonderful team, but we are not wonderful at waiting in the hall. When do we go in?”


“Very soon.” The woman tittered, as if Bernie had made a mildly amusing joke. As she shut the door, we heard a man yelling from inside the room.


“You damned liar! Where’d you come up with this pile of crap? You go to Lying School? Because you sure as hell didn’t learn this in any environmental studies program.”


The girls put their hands over their mouths to muffle their shocked laughter.


I moved to the door and stuck my head through. The meeting room had served as a community meeting hall back when Prairie Savings and Loan was a Bronzeville landmark. It held a shallow stage and perhaps a hundred fifty folding chairs, arranged today in concentric semicircles. The seats were full, not because the community wanted to attend a meeting on a late summer afternoon, but because family members had been rooting for the Sisters and now wanted to see them get their awards.


Two men and a woman, all in later middle age, were trying to run the meeting, but the shouting from the audience had apparently taken them by surprise. One of the men had a gavel that he kept pounding against a wood block while shouting, “Order, order!” The woman—thin, wiry, wearing a blue T-shirt with the SLICK logo—was bouncing up and down in her chair, trying to scream at the heckler in the audience. The second man didn’t look up; he was writing on a white pad in a slow hand.


The protestor was a white man in his forties, his skin tanned like old leather, wearing khaki shorts and a T-shirt with a faded sunflower on it. He might have been handsome, but fury had distorted his expression.


His wrath was apparently directed at a young man on the stage who was awkwardly balancing a computer on a music stand: like much of the South Side, the building where SLICK held its meetings didn’t run to amenities like podiums. He’d apparently been making a presentation about filling in part of the lakefront around Forty-seventh Street; a sketch of a sand beach, playground equipment, and a bar and restaurant was projected onto the wall behind the stage.


“But, sir, this is part of the original Burnham plan, or at least, it’s how Burnham—”


“Like crap it’s the Burnham plan.” Although the younger man had a mike, the protestor’s shout drowned it out.


The man charged up the aisle to the stage. The youth flinched and dropped his mouse. When he bent to pick it up, his computer hit the floor. The picture on the wall behind the stage disappeared.


Before the protestor reached the steps, several audience members were there, blocking his path. He wrestled with them, still shouting abuse, at both the speaker and the trio running the meeting.


A pair of Chicago cops appeared from a far corner. They pinned the man’s arms behind his back and marched him down the aisle and out the door, shoving me to one side. A forest of cell phones rose up, recording the moment.


Much of the audience had cheered the cops, but a few yelled in support of the protestor. “Let him speak!” “Let him breathe.” “The whole world’s watching.”


The man with the gavel continued to slam it against a wood block. In the hall behind me, the girls were watching, openmouthed, as the cops hustled the protestor out of the building. When they’d disappeared, the soccer players began an excited chatter that Bernie didn’t try to silence.


“That is Leo he was attacking,” she said to me. “Good that the police have arrested him!”


“Leo?” I echoed.


“He is working for this SLICK this summer. He helped me organize today’s celebration for my team. He does not need this attack.”


She ushered her players into the room, where they clustered behind the last row of chairs.


The woman on the stage was now marching back and forth across the short platform. She slapped a wooden pointer against the open palm of her left hand, as if it were a field marshal’s swagger stick.


“Our council is committed to protecting the lake and the lakefront,” she screamed. “We scrutinize every action that impacts Lake Michigan. I’ve been living on the South Side since I was nineteen; I raised three children here. I’ve dedicated my life to this community and to our lakefront. I resent professional protestors coming in here trying to overturn the applecart.”


“Hear, hear!” cried the gaveller. “No professional protestors.”


The second man on the stage still didn’t look up from the documents he was working on.


“We need a motion to accept the report as Leo presented it.” The woman smacked her pointer on the table so hard that the note maker dropped his pen.


“But I haven’t finished,” Leo objected.


“That’s okay, son,” the gaveller boomed. “Everyone who wants the details can get them from the SLICK website.”


A white-haired woman near the front of the room got to her feet. “I’m not a professional protestor, Mona; I’ve lived on the South Side longer than you, I’ve raised children here, although what that has to do with protecting the lakefront I don’t know. However, I also have some knowledge of parliamentary procedure. We can’t vote on a proposal whose details we don’t even know.”


“You’re not recognized, the chair does not recognize you,” the gaveller roared, his cheeks swollen with rage.


Next to me, Bernie was frowning, worried by the way the meeting was devolving. “This isn’t right. Why won’t they let Leo finish?”


I didn’t try to answer. “This would be a good time for your girls to get their awards. Otherwise the meeting will turn into a gong show and your kids will be ignored.”


Idea and action go hand in hand with Bernie. She blew a sharp trill on her coach’s whistle. The room became silent. She nodded at her team, and they marched to the stage, chanting,




“South Side Sisters coming through


We finish any job we start to do.


We played our best


We passed the test


We’re the champs


So forget the rest.”





The girls stepped in front of the table. They stomped, twirled, and performed an elaborate choreography with their arms. The audience burst into spontaneous applause, everyone relieved to abandon the fights over plans for the lakefront.


Mona went to the mike where Leo had been speaking, told the girls what a credit they were to the South Side, to the values of hard work and determination, and presented each with a certificate and a red rosette. Another sponsor, a local pizzeria, handed out coupons for free pizzas, and the girls marched off the stage, yelling their chant again, more loudly than before. Their families followed. In a few minutes, only about a dozen people were left inside. I stopped to ask the white-haired woman what was going on.


She shook her head. “I wish I knew. Everyone is trying to cash in on the economic boom that’s supposed to come to the South Side when the Obama Center goes in, but this landfill proposal came out of nowhere. Mona and her gang are pitching it as a goodwill gesture to the community, a new beach like the one they put in at Thirty-first Street. Even so, that isn’t something they should build without public hearings, and this is the first we’ve heard about it.”


She stopped and eyed me narrowly. “What’s your interest in this?”


“Just a curious bystander. I grew up in South Chicago and I vaguely remember SLICK from when U.S. Steel was closing the South Works plant. SLICK had a plan for repurposing the site, but I don’t think they ever got funding for it.”


The woman grimaced. “Name of the song for getting the city to invest in the South Side. Big plans and nothing ever comes of them. The same thing may happen to this little beach proposal, but Coop—the guy who got hustled out just now—seems to think it’s more than that. Or maybe he resents any change to the lakefront. Some people do.”


“Who is Coop?”


“You could say he’s a professional protestor, except that would imply someone’s paying him. But no one really knows who he is. He showed up a year or so ago with a big dog. He seems to spend his life walking up and down the lakefront with it. He apparently spends a lot of time in the library studying up on the history of the lakefront parks—he knows more about Burnham than I do. Than Mona and her cronies do, for that matter.”


“The meeting seemed chaotic,” I said. “Is Leo in charge of SLICK’s planning? Is that why he was making the presentation?”


She pulled a face. “Oh, no. It’s typical chaos where SLICK is concerned. They got some kind of grant to digitize their maps and so on, which Leo did for them. Mona tried making the presentation, but she couldn’t figure out how to run PowerPoint or to match her remarks with the slides. It would have been funny if it hadn’t been so pathetic, but they had to ask the young man to take over.”


I was just as glad I hadn’t been in the room for that part of the meeting. I wondered about the woman’s interest—she apparently knew a lot about Park District plans.


“I’m just a local resident. Tired of SLICK being a mouthpiece for the Park District without taking the neighborhood wishes into account. The landfill may be a good idea, but it’s like everything else in this town—no transparency. Decisions made in private meetings where money changes hands. I’ve lived here for fifty-three years. I’m tired of it.”


She spelled her name for me, Nashita Lyndes. I handed her one of my cards, which identifies me as an investigator.


“An investigator?” She brightened. “Were you here to dig up information on the city’s plans?”


“Sorry, Ms. Lyndes: I was here with the soccer players. Anyway, trying to find information on anything this city is planning would require a nuclear-powered shovel. A mere steam-powered machine couldn’t handle the job.”
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SAVAGES
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BERNIE HAD COME back into the room, not looking for me, but to talk to Leo. She seemed to be pleading with him about something; he looked at the SLICK officers and shook his head regretfully.


“Some people are born without spine,” she said as she joined me at the back of the room.


“And it’s your job to inject a few bone cells to stimulate growth?” I said sardonically.


“If it would work!”


Bernie ran to catch up with her team, which was heading to the parking lot of a large strip mall on Forty-seventh Street. I followed more slowly: she had to make sure her girls were leaving with a responsible adult.


When she’d finished, her mouth and her shoulders drooped. “These girls, they were my whole life for nine weeks and now, poof! It’s over, they’re gone, as if it had never happened.”


“You start another segment next week, right?” I asked.


“At a West Side park. I begged to stay with these girls, but the Park District has no more money for programs in this neighborhood.”


I shared her outrage: the city can come up with funds for landfill and a new beach but not for a group of African-American and Latinx girls.


“Aren’t they going out for pizza? Why don’t you join them—they adore you, they’d love to have you there.”


“It’s not organized. Some will go with their families tonight, but others are saving their coupons for later.”


“Peter’s buying me a birthday drink at Sal’s before dinner. Want to join us?”


Peter was Peter Sansen, the archaeologist I’d been going out with for the last few months. Sal’s was the Golden Glow, the bar owned by an old friend of mine.


“Your birthday! Ma foi—je suis crétin! I forgot. Of course I will come.” She grinned roguishly. “And I will be very tactful and let him take you to dinner alone. Anyway, later on, Angela and I are going roller-skating with the rest of our group.”


Angela Creedy, one of Northwestern’s basketball stars, was sharing an apartment in a rickety Victorian house with Bernie and two other student athletes.


As we walked to the car, Bernie enthralled me with her shrewd decisions in today’s game.


Time was when Forty-seventh Street mostly held bars and tiny shops that catered to Bronzeville, back when the Loop banks gouged African-Americans and the downtown shops barred them from the premises—except, of course, as janitors. Now there were blocks of new housing, big impersonal chain stores, gyms, and a giant liquor outlet, which had hastened the death of the old bars.


Houses and shops ended at the Illinois Central railroad tracks, the eastern boundary of the neighborhood, but the street itself continued east under the tracks, feeding into Lake Shore Drive. Between the Drive and the railway embankment was a narrow strip of land being returned to prairie; the parking lot I’d used lay there.


As we headed under the tracks, we heard the kind of hollow tinkling made by a xylophone, discordant, disturbing.


At six o’clock, runners, cyclists, picnickers were thick on the ground, heading through the viaduct to a footbridge that crossed the Drive. Someone wearing headphones and pushing a runner’s baby buggy bumped into me and swore at me. I moved closer to a pillar and finally saw where the music was coming from: a figure shrouded in gray, bent over a red plastic piano, like the one Schroeder plays in Peanuts. Like Schroeder, the figure was getting an amazing amount of sound out of the toy.


I hadn’t heard her when I walked under the viaduct earlier in the afternoon, but she clearly had set up housekeeping there. If she’d been asleep earlier, I suppose her gray rags had blended into the gray underpass.


I was trying to push Bernie along, but she was listening wide-eyed to an ominous rhythm the pianist was producing in the instrument’s lowest octave.


“Do you hear that?” she demanded. “It’s ‘Savage.’ ”


I shook my head, uncomprehending.


“How are you not knowing it? It’s the greatest song of the last ten years, about this woman Indian chief. Her name was Anacaona, and the Spanish murdered her when she wouldn’t be their whore. My whole high school sang it for First Nations Day, but it’s so much more than that. Like, for women, when we have a march, to protest rape or the horrible incel bastards, we drum and we sing it. Who is playing this song in this place? Is there a protest? Should we be joining?”


Bernie tried to sing, but she couldn’t find her way to the pitch or the rhythm. All I could make out from her tuneless chanting were the words “savage” and “cruel.”


The pianist suddenly brought the tempo down. The music shifted from an Afro-pop beat to a heavy three-two meter. After a few measures, I made out what sounded like the lament from Purcell’s Dido and Aeneas. I began to sing, “ ‘Remember me, remember me, but forget my fate—’ ” Bernie cut me off. “No, no, that’s not how it goes: it’s ‘Remember me, and announce my fate.’ ”


“Sorry,” I said meekly. “I was singing Purcell’s version. Who wrote the one you know?”


“Lydia Zamir. First she was an ordinary musician, but then she started writing songs about women, you know, like for #MeToo. She was in love with this man, and they traveled around to different rallies, and then they were shot and killed at one of these horrible mass murders. Some crétin with too many guns opened fire on them.”


Bernie glared at me, as though demanding that I deal with the problem of idiots with too many guns. When I didn’t say anything, she said, “It’s very strange to hear Zamir’s music like this, under a railway track in Chicago.”


I walked slowly toward the shrouded figure—I assumed it was a woman, because the body was so slight, but I couldn’t tell. I got close enough to see that the instrument was a miniature upright, the pint-size keyboard about eighteen inches from the ground. The red plastic case was chipped and scuffed. When I squatted, hoping to ask about the music, the figure scuttled toward the back of the viaduct, clutching the piano.


Bernie’s fingers went to her mouth. “Oh, no—she’s scared. I wanted to ask how she knows this music. Maybe she was a friend of Zamir’s—that would be totally amazing!”


She moved cautiously, as if she were approaching a squirrel in a forest, but the woman howled, turning her back to us.


A cyclist stopped next to us. “This isn’t a zoo where you can stare at the animals. This is a woman who is entitled to her privacy.”


“But she is out here, in public,” Bernie objected. “I am not treating her like a specimen, but she knows an important song. Why cannot I ask her how she knows it?”


“Because she doesn’t want to talk to you. Surely her body language makes that clear.” The cyclist positioned herself between the woman and Bernie and me.


“You know her?” I asked. “She seems very vulnerable here. Shouldn’t we try to get her help—a doctor, a bed?”


The cyclist curled her lip. “Are you a mobile social worker? She doesn’t want to be in an institution.”


“Are you a mobile psychic?” I asked. “You channel this person’s thoughts and wishes to the larger world?”


Her nostrils flared. “You may think you’re being funny, but you don’t know what you’re talking about. People who know her, know to leave her alone. The fact that you want to bother her means you don’t know her.”


“What’s going on here, Judith?” A man had appeared from the lake side of the viaduct, a dog trotting at his heels. The man was wearing khaki shorts and a T-shirt with a faded sunflower outlined on it. When he stopped to talk to the cyclist, the dog sat, staring up at me with wide sad eyes.


“These are two busybodies.” Judith jerked her head at Bernie and me. “Well-meaning, perhaps, but not respectful.”


“We are not busybodies,” Bernie cried. “We are respecting the piano player, but this Judith, she thinks it is her job to keep all the world from knowing about this music. And as for you, I know you from the meeting just now, when you were attacking Leo. Maybe it is time you yourself minded your own business!”


“Yes,” I said. “Didn’t the police escort you from the SLICK meeting an hour or so ago?”


He smacked a fist into his palm. The dog watched him, hackles stiff. “Don’t tell me you’re one of Mona Borsa’s stooges. What she do, hire you to follow me—”


“You’re not important enough for me to follow. You’re barely important enough to talk to,” I snapped. “There’s a talented musician living here in squalor and your buddy Judith has appointed herself spokeswoman. I want to ask if she wants medical attention—”


“And me, I am wanting to know how she learned the song ‘Savage,’ ” Bernie interrupted.


“And neither of you has any right to disturb her. We look after her!” Coop cried.


“You’re doing a heck of a job,” I said. “For starters, she needs food, clothes, a bath, and a proper bed. She also deserves access to a proper piano: only a real artist could get sound like that from a dinky plastic job.”


“And that’s your business because of what? You’re some music talent scout?” Coop jeered.


Judith said, “The city seems to be filled with social workers who think they know what’s best for people without asking them. Whenever anyone forces this woman into a shelter or a hospital, she runs away.”


“Does she have a name?” I asked.


“If she does, that’s none of your business. All you need to know is that she’s allergic to most people, especially to strangers. She lets Coop bring her food, she trusts Bear. Sometimes she trusts me, as well. You can set your mind at rest and go help people who want your assistance.”


Presumably Bear was the dog.


“We are not social workers,” Bernie bristled. “Me, I am a hockey player and a soccer coach and Vic, she is a detective. If the police—”


“Detective?” Coop shouted. “Then Mona Borsa did cross a big red line! She knew the police couldn’t arrest me for speaking up in the meeting, so she hired you to be a provocateur—”


“Enough!” I cried. “You can ask me any question about who I am and what I’m doing here, but don’t jump down my throat without facts. I’m not that inexperienced kid you attacked in the SLICK meeting, so back off.”


Bear, the dog, was looking from Coop to me, not sure whether he needed to intervene. He got to his feet and stood between us. I took a few steps back.


“You weren’t arrested?” Bernie said to Coop. “Why not?”


“First Amendment,” I said tersely. “He only spoke, even if he was yelling: he didn’t touch anyone.”


“At least you’re a cop who knows the law, but what the fuck were you doing at that meeting, if Mona Borsa didn’t hire you to bird-dog me?”


“Guess what? My world doesn’t revolve around you. But your anger is disturbing the one person you claim to be protecting.”


Although some passersby were keeping well clear of us, we were attracting a crowd. Whether it was Coop’s and my argument, or the people staring at her, the pianist had backed as far into the wall as she could, clutching her piano and whimpering.


“Yes, and she knows important music,” Bernie said. “Which is the only reason I want to talk to her.”


“Don’t.” The woman Judith had been silent while Coop and I were arguing, but she turned now to Bernie. “She’s been badly wounded and she can’t tell the difference between a stranger who wants to support her and a stranger who wants to hurt her.”


Her tone was still arrogant, but her words made sense; I put my arm across Bernie’s shoulders. “It’s a good point, piccola. Too many people are here, and we’re all getting in each other’s hair. Let’s get up to the Glow.”


Bernie let me escort her through the underpass, but her feet dragged. She paused on the far side to look back. Coop and Bear were squatting next to the pianist, who slowly returned to her nest of blankets and crates.


Judith waited on the sidelines while the woman adjusted her piano’s legs until it seemed stable. When the woman began to play again, Judith resumed her ride; the rest of the crowd dissolved. Bernie was listening intently to the playing.


“That song I also know!” she finally said. “At least, I think so.”


She began singing in her tuneless way,




“The art of loving


is the art of death


Love’s opposite isn’t hate, not hate


Love’s opposite is lonesome


One lone swan.” 





“That song is beautiful, but so—so mélancolique, Vic, is it not?”


“Very,” I agreed, but I was listening to the piano: mixed in with the banging in the bottom octave, the pianist was weaving the melody from Grieg’s “Swan,” one of the lieder my mother used to sing.
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TRADER’S FOLLY
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BERNIE LEFT ME outside the Glow. She’d brooded over the episode all during the drive, not so much over the homeless singer, but over Judith and Coop’s high-handedness.


“And you—why didn’t you help me get past him to talk to her? She is not his property, enfin. Have you become too cautious in your old age to stand up for the right thing to do?”


“Maybe so. Old, covered with barnacles, or maybe mildew, which makes my joints creak too much to move fast. But please remember that I took an afternoon from work to watch you coach your South Side Sisters. I’d like a word of thanks, instead of an attack for not intervening with a woman who howled with pain when I tried to approach her.”


“I do thank you, Vic,” Bernie said in a wooden tone. “My girls played hard; they were worth watching. Still, I am not much in the mood for sociability with you and your friends. They will all agree with you and then I will become really cross and we will have a big fight, which should not happen on your birthday.”


“We elderly don’t have enough energy to fight you, Bernie, but go on home. Say hi to Angela.”


Bernie kissed me lightly on the cheek to show no lasting ill will and headed toward the L.


Peter Sansen was already standing at the bar, talking to the owner, Sal Barthele, when I came in. His face lit up when he saw me, which took away my grumpiness.


“Happy birthday, beautiful. Sal has created a cocktail just for you.”


Sal nodded at Erica, her head bartender. While Sal turned her back to me and poured and stirred from a collection of bottles, Erica went to the sound system. Sal handed me a glass just as Piaf’s throaty voice came on singing, “Je ne regrette rien.”


“Seems like a good way to start a new year, Warshawski: regret nothing.”


I leaned across the mahogany bar to kiss her and saw she’d been working with bourbon. I don’t usually like it, but the cocktail was a perfect balance of sweet, sour, and bitter.


“Patent it, quickly,” I said. “It’s mind altering. You don’t want one of your enterprising traders to steal the recipe and license it.”


The Golden Glow is two blocks from the Board of Trade, and for the hour or two after the closing bell, it’s usually packed with traders celebrating victories or drowning sorrows. We’d arrived between that crush, and the smaller crowd that comes in when the theaters close. Peter was drinking another of Sal’s signature cocktails, Trader’s Folly, which has powered more than one stupid investment decision.


“Bernie acquitted herself well as a coach?” Sal asked.


“Impressively,” I said. “Ardor and smarts—an unbeatable combo. The hard part came afterward.”


While I was describing the wild community meeting, Murray Ryerson came in. Sal stocks Dark Lord beer just for him; she had a bottle open by the time he reached the bar.


“What happened at the SLICK meeting?” Murray asked. “Something the boy reporter needs to know about?”


“Don’t think it will be a blip on Global’s radar,” I said.


Murray used to be one of the top investigative reporters in the Midwest, writing for the Herald-Star, until Global Entertainment bought the Star. He still sort of covers Illinois politics, when the editors don’t think the story will threaten any of their pals in power, but he mostly does Chicago fluff on Global’s cable station.


“The Park District wants to fill in part of the lake at Forty-seventh to create a beach there,” I added. “A highly inflamed guy named Coop made the usual tedium interesting, but the part of the day that’s stuck with me is this pianist Bernie and I encountered. She was banging on a toy piano as if it were a drum, but she could get it to make music. The unusual part was the way she cut well-known bits of the classical repertoire into an R and B sound. Purcell and Grieg were the two I recognized.”


“Come on,” Murray scoffed. “You say she did this on a Peanuts piano? You were under a viaduct at a busy intersection. You heard what Bernie persuaded you to hear, not what some homeless woman was banging on a piece of plastic.”


I flushed. “Don’t act ignorant in public, Murray. Yo-Yo Ma could play Bach on a washtub bass on the floor of the Board of Trade and everyone would recognize it. But Bernie knew the words to one of the songs, about a woman murdered by the Spanish in the fifteenth century. She was the head of one of the nations that the Spanish encountered when they arrived. Sad to say, I hadn’t heard of her, but her name was something like Ancona.”


“Anacaona,” Sal said. “From Hispaniola. Where they were so primitive before European arrival that women could be leaders of the nation. My sisters and I grew up on her story. The Spanish wanted her gold and her land. When she fought back and lost, they offered her a choice between being a whore or death. She chose death.”


Sal and her sisters had been born in Chicago, but their parents were Haitian émigrés.


“If you go there today, you see hardly any trace of the original inhabitants,” she added. “It’s hard to imagine them because people are either like me, descended from Africans who didn’t exist there in 1492, or from the Europeans. It’s disturbing, as though one is always walking on the feet of a ghost.”


Murray had been scrolling through his phone while Sal was talking. “Looks like Lydia Zamir wrote the song Bernie recognized today.”


He handed his phone to Sal, who took it to her sound system at the back of the bar. “The Albatross Song” from Patricia Barber’s Higher was playing. At the end of the cut, Sal stuck Murray’s phone into the dock and turned up the volume. The sound of a grand piano filled the bar, ominous chords rumbling from the bottom of the bass clef. From the high treble came darting notes like a hummingbird diving into a flower and quickly pulling back. And then a contralto began the song that Bernie hadn’t been able to sing:




“Anacaona, queen and chief,


You were a savage


Yes, a savage.


You couldn’t comprehend


Why the Spanish took your land


You were too savage


For European law and rule.


To a savage we seem cruel


We landed on your shore,


Cried, ‘Choose death or be our whore!’


We killed because


We are so savage.”





At the end of the chorus, the piano segued, just as the woman under the viaduct had done with her plastic upright, to the funereal meter of Purcell. The vocal line took up “Remember me, but announce my fate” for a few measures, and then, while the piano stuck to “Dido’s Lament,” the singer began wailing the single word “savage” over and over.


The volume and the intensity of the music brought conversations in the room to a halt. A couple of tables signaled for their bills. One woman clicked to the exit on stilettos and said, “I come to a bar for a drink, not for political indoctrination. I won’t be back.”


Sal swallowed a scowl and nodded to her bartender. Erica began moving among the tables with samples of Trader’s Folly on a tray. After a few minutes, people were talking and laughing again.


At the bar, Peter read over my shoulder as I scrolled through the highlights of Lydia Zamir’s life. Bernie’s passionate summary had skimped on some of the facts. Zamir had grown up in Kansas, where her gifts as a pianist were recognized early. After study at the New England Conservatory of Music, she’d played with some regional symphonies and summer festivals. At a festival in Santa Fe, she met and apparently fell in love with a Chilean-American writer named Hector Palurdo.


Over the course of a few years, Zamir stopped performing the classical repertoire. She taught herself guitar—“Really, a piano with six strings instead of eighty-eight,” she said in an interview—and began setting Palurdo’s poetry to music, along with that of Mistral and Neruda, two earlier Chilean poets.


Then, four years ago, Zamir and Palurdo were performing at a fund-raiser at an outdoor venue in Kansas when the shooting occurred. Someone opened fire from a hilltop. Seventeen people were killed, including Palurdo. Fifty-two were wounded. Zamir apparently survived. She’d held a concert in Hector’s memory, with proceeds going to the families of the dead, and then she’d stopped singing.


“She grew up in Kansas and he was killed there. Jealous lover?” Murray, who’d retrieved his phone from Sal, was hunting the same information. “She’s from some map-dot called Eudora and the murders were near Salina, a bigger map-dot.… About three hours from her hometown—no distance for an angry lover to cover.”


He scrolled further, reading aloud under his breath. “Palurdo grew up in Chicago, but his father was an immigrant from Chile. He came here in the seventies, worked as a welder, died about eighteen months before his son was murdered. Hector wrote poetry, short stories based on folk stories of indigenous people, but he was mostly an essayist, covering human rights in the Americas. North and South.”


Murray drained his bottle. “You stumbled on a genuine mystery, Warshawski.” He changed his tone to sound like an old-time radio announcer. “Who is this homeless woman and how come she’s playing Zamir’s music?”


I made a face. “You want me to say she’s Lydia Zamir.”


Murray grinned wolfishly. “Great story, if she is.”


“She could be, I suppose, but—how did she end up here?”


“Her lover’s home was Chicago,” Peter said.


“I suppose,” I agreed. “The music is so idiosyncratic, it’s not something that a random street person would—would inhabit, the way this woman under the viaduct seems to. But how could a gifted musician be so lacking in supports that she ended up in a pile of rags on Forty-seventh Street?”


“Hey, Vic, you know how this goes,” Sal said. “No one is immune.”


Sal and I sit on the board of a shelter for refugees from domestic violence—she’s right: family disconnect covers all levels of talent and economics.


Murray rolled the empty bottle of Dark Lord between his fingers. “Falls from the heights always make good stories. Grammy for ‘Savage,’ shared a stage with Beyoncé, known as the star-crossed lover of a South American revolutionary, ends up on Chicago’s streets.”


“Was Palurdo a revolutionary?” Peter asked, going through the screens on his own phone. “It sounds as though he covered the same kind of territory as Luis Urrea and Isabel Allende.”


“South American writers are always revolutionaries, at least in Hollywood’s imagination. I see a winning series here: How do our overachievers tumble from Mount Everest to Death Valley?” Murray sketched something careering down a mountainside in the air.


“Right,” I snapped. “Washed-up basketball stars loading UPS trucks, former Pulitzer Prize winners reduced to preening on cable.”


I regretted those toads as soon as they hopped out of my mouth. I put a conciliatory hand on Murray’s arm. “That was below the belt: sorry.”


He gave a perfunctory nod but took off soon after without saying anything else.


“He won a Pulitzer?” Sansen’s sandy eyebrows went up.


“Yep. It was an important story and he did a great job with it, about a group of aldermen who owned a shell company that was using school grounds on the West Side as hazmat dumping grounds. The story brought a flurry of federal interest to City Hall for a few short months, but then Global bought the paper, and it was clear Global management wanted to be good old boys together with the perps. The follow-up story was killed.”


“It was a hard business,” Sal agreed, “but Murray didn’t have to sign whatever he signed to agree to kill the follow-up. Could’ve taken it to an indie outlet and given up that Merc convertible he drives.”


The talk shifted. Sansen and I left soon after to go dancing at Colibri, a hot new venue on Lake Street. When we got back to my place, I looked up “Savage,” the first track on Zamir’s album Continental Requiem (in D minor).


YouTube had a recording of Zamir and Palurdo singing “Savage,” not a video, but one of those recordings where still images of the singers flash on the screen: Zamir bent over her guitar, strong fingers on the strings, Zamir looking at Palurdo, love and daring in her face, teeth gleaming white, dark hair falling in waves below her shoulders. Palurdo’s teeth were crooked and cigarette stained. In one photo, Palurdo held up a sign, I CAN’T SING, while Zamir held one reading, HE SAYS HE CAN WRITE.


I felt a contraction below my diaphragm. They’d been vibrant, in love. I don’t think I’d ever felt that deep joy, not in my youth when those feelings are so intense they pierce you. And then—murder. Carnage. Seeing her lover die with all those others killed and wounded. Small wonder if PTSD had driven her to live below a train track with a toy piano.


Sansen took my hand and held it gently. “Do you think the woman you saw today is Lydia Zamir?”


“You can’t tell from these pictures, but it’s the sound, the splicing of Grieg with her own rhythms for ‘Swan Song.’ Same here in ‘Savage,’ where she’s interwoven Purcell with that Haitian kompa beat. It would have been fun to see where she would have gone next with her music, but I’m guessing the carnage she witnessed silenced her voice.”


Sansen nodded. “I’ve worked with people in Iraq and Afghanistan who’ve experienced mass slaughter. It’s not something you recover from easily, or really, at all—it’s like shrapnel in the heart that can’t be extracted. I know the pair you encountered outside her hideout rubbed you the wrong way, but they may well be right—that she’s too allergic to people to be in a facility where she could get help.”


“The music matters to me, too,” I said.


“Of course it does. I was forgetting—” Sansen pulled me to him.


My mother had been a musician, a singer with a great voice, but war, poverty, family responsibilities—me, the only child to survive after a series of miscarriages—derailed her career. She’d wanted me, or at any rate, she’d wanted her child, but her music had suffered.
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I HAD MY PAIN dream that night, where my mother was encased inside a thicket of tubes. I cut the tubes away, trying to reach her, but each time, a new forest of them sprang up. My own cry of her name woke Sansen as well as me.


I was lying in the dark, clutching Peter’s hand, willing my heartbeat to slow, when my phone rang.


“Ms. Warshawski? I mean Vic? I—it’s Angela. Angela Creedy, and I’m sorry to wake you but Bernie’s in trouble.”


I sat up, trying to move my mind to the present. “She’s been hurt?”


“I don’t think so, ma’am. Vic. But we’re at a police station. She told me not to tell you, but honestly, I don’t know what to do.”


My brain had that lurching feeling you get after a mere two hours of sleep. Or from the news that your goddaughter has been arrested. I found a pair of jeans on the back of a chair and started dressing while Angela told me where Bernie was being held—the Second District, Fifty-first Street just off the Ryan. Two miles, more or less, from the homeless piano player.


Peter blinked at me as I sorted through my wallet, checking for the card that proves I’m a member of the Illinois bar.


“What’s up?”


“Bernie’s in trouble.”


“You want me to come with you?” He started to get up.


I bent to kiss him. “You’d be a witness to murder and you wouldn’t like that.”


“Depends on who you’re killing.”


“Bernie. She’s at a police station near the piano-playing homeless woman.”


“You sure you’re okay on your own?”


“One of us needs to be alert tomorrow. Later today, I guess. You’re meeting donors, but I don’t have anything going on until late morning.”


I pulled on my soft leather boots and headed into the night. On the side streets, no one was out and I made good time to the expressway, but traffic on the Ryan was heavy and moving fast, requiring a level of concentration that I had trouble maintaining. It was a relief when I reached the Fifty-first Street exit without hitting anything.


Angela was sitting on a bench inside the entrance, but she jumped up when she saw me. Six-foot-two guard, she made my five-eight feel short when she bent to hug me.


“Oh, ma’am, thank you for getting here so fast! They wouldn’t let me go into the back with her; I don’t know what they’re doing to her.” Angela came from Louisiana, with the kind of manners we northerners imagine are commonplace in the South. It was hard for her to use my first name.


We weren’t the only people in the station in the middle of the night. Wentworth district is a lively one, lots of aggravated battery and assault, plenty of arson and car theft, the occasional homicide.


A couple about my age, looking as tired as I felt, was vying for attention from the desk sergeant with a pair of patrol officers who’d brought in a man so drunk he couldn’t stand on his own. A woman near us was having a very loud argument on her phone with someone who wasn’t taking responsibility for whatever Damian had done.


I took Angela to the far end of the room. “What happened? Did Bernie go to the Forty-seventh Street viaduct?”


Angela nodded miserably. “We went roller-skating with our two other roommates. Everyone was having a good time, Bernie, too, at least mostly, but she kept talking about this lady, the piano player, how even though she was homeless, she knew all of Lydia Zamir’s songs, but that you were too chicken to help her. She said this guy had frightened you away.”


She bit her lips and looked at me. “I told her that was BS—who ever frightened you away from doing what you know is right? But Bernie said, well, never mind what she said.”


“She said I was getting old and didn’t want to admit it,” I said.


Angela’s dark face turned a shade deeper with embarrassment. “Something like that. Of course, kids my age, we all know Lydia Zamir, especially ‘Savage’—sometimes that’s what our team sings in the locker room to build team spirit before a game. Bernie said Lydia Zamir was dead, but Latisha, one of our other roommates, said no, she hadn’t been killed. So then Bernie decided this lady was really Lydia Zamir because who else would know her music?


“Finally, about midnight when the other two went back to the house, Bernie said she was going to take the L down and see, was this really Lydia and did she need help. She said this would be the perfect time because the guy wouldn’t be around. I tried to talk her out of it, ma’am, honest, but—”


“Not to worry,” I said when she broke off. “We all know what Bernie’s like when she thinks she’s driving a puck to the net.”


Angela produced a small smile. “So she hopped on the L and I—it’s not the safest ride, you know, not at night, so even though I thought it was a mistake, I went with her. It took forever—it was almost two when we finally got to the viaduct. We walked from the L—we had no idea it was two miles! Anyway, the lady was sleeping in this bundle of smelly old blankets. Bernie went right up to her. I kept telling her not to, but she called her ‘Lydia,’ and the lady woke up.


“At first it kind of seemed okay. Bernie had downloaded a Lydia Zamir playlist. She put on ‘Savage,’ and the lady unwrapped her piano and picked out a few notes. But then, Bernie put on ‘Swan Song,’ which is about how swans mate for life, and the lady practically began screaming, then she started pounding on the piano keys.


“Then this guy showed up with a big dog. Bernie and he, they started going at it. Bernie acted like she was in the middle of some fight on the ice. The guy was super angry and he slugged Bernie, and the woman was screaming.”


She wrung her hands. “I know I could have helped her out, but I don’t believe in fighting, and besides, you know how it is, if the cops find an African-American in the middle of a street fight! I was begging her to just come away with me, but then the cops did show up. Even though this man hit Bernie, he somehow made it seem like Bernie had attacked the lady. Of course she didn’t—but she did punch the guy. As soon as the cop cars appeared, though, the guy stopped fighting and went around to the lady, so it looked like it was just Bernie making a disturbance.”


Her voice trailed away.


I gave her a quick hug, told her I’d take it from here, that I’d order a Lyft car for her if she didn’t want to wait for me to drive her back. I joined the queue at the desk, waited my turn behind distraught friends and family to ask for Bernadine Fouchard. I wasn’t distressed myself—too tired and, frankly, too angry with Bernie.


The officer said, “You the mother?”


“Family friend. And lawyer.” I started to pull out my Illinois bar card but the desk officer shook his head.


“I believe you. We’re cooling her off in one of the cells.” He spoke into his lapel mike; after a moment a sergeant came through the locked doors at the end of the corridor, a lanky woman with fine mousy hair that had escaped from the hair claws she used.


“Bernadine Fouchard?” the sergeant said. “She’s Canadian, so we were going to call the consulate in the morning, let her contemplate her sins until then. She has to learn she can’t go around harassing people unless she wants to be on a short list for deportation.”


I squinted at her name badge: PIZZELLO. “Is that the charge, Sergeant Pizzello?” I asked. “Harassment?”


Pizzello shook her head. “There was some kind of bust-up over near the lake. People were screaming at each other, the kind of thing that makes someone call the cavalry, but no one involved is pressing charges. Fouchard claims she was attacked by a guy on the scene, but he said he was out walking his dog—”


“At two in the morning?” I interrupted.


“He’s a night owl,” the sergeant said. “The patrol teams over there say they see him in the park in the middle of the night.”


“What does he do? Roam around imagining he’s Robin Hood?”


Pizzello suppressed a smile. “No one knows what he does. He’s one of those fixtures you find in every community. He’s got a few pet obsessions—litter, animals, and apparently this homeless piano player. He’s also got a temper, but he hasn’t done anything that merited an arrest. So far.”


“He have a name?” I asked. “If it’s the guy I’m thinking of, the people around him call him ‘Coop,’ but he must have a last name.”


The sergeant spoke into her lapel mike, listened for a moment, but shook her head. “The patrol team only knows him as Coop. They also know his dog, Bear, who apparently is the better-behaved member of the pair. Anyway, Coop told my patrol unit that the homeless woman was screaming for help; he went to protect her.


“Fouchard’s not that big and ordinarily I’d take that claim with a grain of salt. Two grains. But one of my guys says she tried to fight with them when they took her to the patrol car, and she landed a pretty good shin kick. She could have been charged with assaulting an officer, but this is an older, more laid-back team. Fouchard had a friend with her; my guys let her ride with them.”


The sergeant led me to the holding cells. The station was new; the cells were small but clean. Bernie was sharing space with two other women. One was snoring loudly, the other was snarling curses. Bernie was staring at her shoes, hunched over in a ball of misery.


Despite telling Angela not to involve me, her face lit up when she saw me with the sergeant. “Vic! Vic, I’m so sorry, I thought I was doing the right thing but I should have listened to you and to Angela. Are they going to put me in jail? Will I be thrown out of school? Oh, Mama and Papa will be so angry, so disappointed.” She burst into tears.


When she learned she wasn’t going to be charged with a crime, she flung her arms around Pizzello and made extravagant promises of good behavior.


The sergeant extricated herself. “Don’t go roaring into situations where you don’t know the players, Ms. Fouchard. And in particular, stay away from the Forty-seventh Street viaduct, or you’ll find yourself facing an order of protection.”
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IDIDN’T REMEMBER THE drive home, or putting Bernie and Angela into a Lyft car. I went to bed without undressing and woke some five hours later. Peter had taken off, leaving a note in glyph-like letters that read “Happy Day After Birthday.” He’d also made an artwork breakfast plate: a croissant with a chunk of robiola, one of my favorite cheeses, surrounded by orange segments. I was seriously thinking of falling in love.


I looked at the city news feed while I ate. Bernie’s skirmish with Coop hadn’t sounded interesting enough to local journalists of any stripe—print, broadcast, vlog, or blog—to make it from the police blotter to Twitter. That was a relief: it meant that Murray hadn’t noticed Bernie’s name on any of the data streams he followed, which meant Lydia Zamir—if it was Zamir—might be able to remain at the underpass dealing with her own demons. It also meant that Northwestern wouldn’t find out about Bernie’s skirmish with the law—which could jeopardize not only her hockey scholarship but her university career.


The person I wondered about most in this story wasn’t Zamir, or even Bernie, but Coop. Since he operated on the shortest of tempers, he could easily hurt Bernie if they clashed again. He’d shown up so pat at Zamir’s side when Bernie and Angela were there that he might pop up if I appeared.


It was after ten, later than I usually like to swim under a midsummer sun, but I leashed up my two dogs and drove to Forty-seventh Street, leaving the car in the lot where I’d parked yesterday. I took the dogs across the footbridge over Lake Shore Drive to the lake itself.


The shoreline here is rocky and not very inviting, but if you’re willing to pick your way down the boulders, you come to some of the best swimming in Chicago. The lake floor is granite, so the water is clear, and unless the city installs the beach described at yesterday’s SLICK meeting, the rocks limit the number of people who can deposit Pampers, condoms, and broken bottles. The bike and running paths were full, even in the middle of a workday, but once we climbed down to the lake, the three of us were on our own.


The temperature was in the low nineties, which in Chicago translates as miserably humid, but the water was cold. The dogs and I swam for half an hour, and when I came out, I threw balls for them for another few minutes until my skin was dry enough to get dressed.


Back at the viaduct, I tied them to a bike rack at the eastern edge of the viaduct, where they’d be in the shade but wouldn’t be able to get near Zamir, who was sitting in her nest of grimy blankets, the piano showing red against the darkness. She wasn’t playing, but as I slowly walked toward her, I could hear her crooning, rocking in time to a rhythm only she could hear.


A crate behind her held polystyrene cartons of uneaten food. My stomach turned, thinking what might be growing in a chicken or shrimp dinner on a hot day. A cardboard box contained a jumble of clothes.


I had written a note on my letterhead, stating simply that if she wanted medical help or someone to talk to, she should call me. I’d enclosed a couple of twenties, and placed it, with a liter of Gatorade, next to the piano.


I retreated to her perimeter but squatted, not saying anything, just being, in case she wanted to talk. She stopped crooning and pulled her piano close to her chest, cradling it, but after three or four minutes when I didn’t move or speak, she relaxed enough to push the piano an arm’s length away. After another moment, she began picking out notes and crooning again.


I stood slowly, massaging my hamstrings. I backed up another few steps before saying, “I’m Vic. My phone number is on the letter. Call if I can help.”


I returned to my dogs just as Coop rounded the corner with Bear. The three dogs seemed happy to meet each other; it was the man who showed hackle.


“What are you doing down here?” he demanded.


“I have a passport,” I assured him. “It’s all legal.”


“Not if you’re bothering her, it isn’t.” He jerked his head toward the piano player.


Mitch, my big black lab mix, didn’t like Coop’s tone. He wedged himself between us and made an ugly noise in his throat.


“You looking after your person?” Coop bent over Mitch, his voice suddenly soft and cajoling.


His whole affect changed along with his voice: he looked willowy, not sinewy, and Mitch responded by letting Coop scratch his ears. Bear and Peppy, my golden, shoved up against Coop’s legs, demanding their share of attention.


“You two are a couple of turncoats, aren’t you?” I said severely to my dogs, who grinned.


Coop stood back up. “If you have dogs like these, you can’t be all bad. Just don’t go interfering in business you don’t understand. We don’t like outsiders prying into our lives down here. No social workers, no do-gooders.”


“Fortunately, I’m neither. On the other hand, I’m someone who doesn’t react well to threats, so try dialing it down a decibel or two. Pretend I’m a dog that you want to be on good terms with.”


That forced a laugh out of him. “What breed?”


“Half Rottweiler, half pit dog. I’m loyal but fierce. And one of the people in my network of concern is the young woman you let the cops drag off early this morning. How did you happen on the scene so patly? And why didn’t you take responsibility for your part in the skirmish?”


“My part was to make sure no one, including your ‘network of concern,’ distresses her.” He jerked his head toward the pianist. “She’s had enough disturbance for three lifetimes. When people like you or that kid come around, it pulls the skin off her wounds and starts them bleeding again.”


“All the more reason to get her help.”


“All the more reason for you to fucking mind your own business.” His tone had turned ugly again.


I was getting whiplash trying to follow the switches between Nice Coop and Nasty Coop. Using a tone of exaggerated meekness, I said, “Tell me how to get in touch with you, Coop, so that I can check in advance whether I’m planning activities that will alarm you.”


He studied my face for a moment, then replied with surprising calmness, “I don’t know who you are, just what you say you do. I don’t know who you’re loyal to or who’s paying you. If I don’t know those things, I can’t trust you. When your kid showed up in the middle of the night, that scared the bejesus out of me. It would be typical—”


He bit off the sentence. I tried to ask him “typical” of what or whom, but he shook his head and refused to say anything else.


I took the dogs and drove slowly back to my office. If Lydia was a target of some malign person, she wasn’t at all hard to find. The most sense I could make of the situation was that Coop himself straddled some line between delusion and reality, and that Lydia was a bit player in his fantasy world. Which Bernie and I now inhabited as well.


When I was at my desk, I checked with Bernie, to reenforce the police injunction that she stay clear of Lydia Zamir. She was still subdued and in a compliant frame of mind.


“I promise, Vic. Anyway, I have one week to learn softball. That is my new coaching assignment, can you believe? At least soccer is like hockey, moving up and down the field, but softball—standing around chewing gum. How can you motivate team spirit while you’re waiting around like in a doctor’s office for something to happen?”


“Get them all singing ‘Savage,’ ” I suggested. “It will pump everyone up while they’re waiting.”


Right before hanging up, Bernie said in an offhand voice, “Vic, you remember Leo? Leo Prinz?”


“I don’t think so,” I said.


“He made the speech about the Lake Michigan beach, and the crazy man tried to attack him. You were there.”


“So I was,” I agreed: the excitement over Zamir, Coop, and Bernie’s night in the police station had pushed the SLICK meeting from my mind. “What about him?”


“They want him to finish his talk. Apparently some community person made the SLICK woman realize she couldn’t act like a dictator, so he has to make the whole speech. I told him I’d go. I thought you might like to come. You know, in case anyone attacks him again.”


“Bring your hockey stick,” I suggested. “You’re much fiercer than either Leo or me.”


“No, please, Vic. Angela has to take her girls to Blue Island that day. I want someone I know.”


“You know Leo,” I said.


“I’ll text you the details,” she said, as if I’d agreed.


“Bernie!” I expostulated, but she had hung up.


Five minutes later, I got her text with the details of the SLICK meeting, scheduled a few days from now. I deleted the text, but at dinner that night with Peter, I whined about Bernie’s exigency.


“And why someone as forceful as a whirlwind is interested in this young man is beyond me. He’s not a very rugged specimen.”


Peter laughed. “She’s got enough ferocity for two or three. As you do, yourself, Vic. But in you, there’s the extra dimension of wanting to heal the world, which means you’re constantly trying to look after strays even while you complain about them.”


“Is that a compliment or a complaint?” I said.


“It’s why I love you,” he said quietly. “And why I worry when your compassion drives you into the path of danger.”


My throat tightened; I couldn’t speak, but leaned across the table to squeeze his fingers.


The next day I had a client meeting in the South Loop, just a ten-minute drive from the viaduct where Zamir camped out. She wasn’t playing, and it took a moment or two for me to see her in her nest; her rags blended almost seamlessly into the filthy concrete wall. That was why I’d missed her when I walked past yesterday. I stood looking at her for too long a time—she became aware of me, whimpered, and clutched the piano, which had been buried under a blanket.


Peter’s description of me felt too grand—that I was trying to heal the world—but it’s true that someone as hurt and needy as this woman made me want to intervene. I couldn’t think of anything more to do than I’d already done, but on an impulse, I scribbled my home address and landline on the back of one of my cards and left it on the edge of her blanket.


“Please call me, or come to me, if you ever feel you can trust me to help you.”


At least Coop didn’t appear on this visit, but two days later he erupted into my life with a vengeance. I returned from an early run with the dogs to find him and Bear in front of my apartment building. As soon as Coop saw me he bounded down the walk, a newspaper crumpled in his hand.


“Did you do this? After I warned you to stay away?”


“Did I do what?” I asked. “Leave a newspaper on your lawn? I don’t know where you live, and even if I did, I wouldn’t erupt into your life like Mount Etna.”


“Damn you, don’t play innocent bystander with me.” He was shaking with fury, so much that he dropped the paper as he tried to shove it against my face.


I picked it up and turned my back to him so I could read it. The text box above the fold was outlined in thick black.




In the heavens, dying stars burn with a fierce heat before becoming black holes. What about Chicago’s human stars from yesteryear? Did they burn out or simply fade away?


In the Herald-Star’s riveting new series, Pulitzer Prize winner Murray Ryerson looks at the lives of people who used to be household names in this city. Some, like Brett Craven, burned like meteor showers and disappeared behind bars, while others, like Lee Swann, disappeared into bars. Some are living out their days peacefully in neighborhoods or small towns across the country. Perhaps the most dramatic and the saddest is Lydia Zamir, whom Murray discovered living under a railway viaduct.





Below the fold were two pictures of Lydia. The first had been shot during a performance at Vancouver’s Queen Elizabeth Theatre. She was wearing a simple white tunic over black trousers. The photographer had caught her with hands on the keys, her eyes half shut, her expression intent as she concentrated on the place inside her where the music lived.


The second picture showed her under the viaduct. Like the concert shot, it had been taken without Zamir’s knowledge, with a wide-angle lens that showed her sitting amid her soiled blankets, pounding furiously on the toy piano. As in the concert photo, her eyes were half closed, her attention focused inward. A thread of saliva hung from the corner of her mouth.


My stomach turned. WHAT HAPPENED TO THIS BRILLIANT MUSICIAN? the subhead ran, but before I could read the article, Coop had snatched the paper from me.


“Well?” he demanded. “You going to deny you made this happen?”


“I didn’t make it happen,” I said. “But it was because—”


“Goddamn you!” He wadded up the paper and flung it on the ground. “When I specifically told you—warned you—”


“I told you the last time I saw you that I don’t respond to threats. Mitch! Peppy! Let’s go.”


I walked past him, but he grabbed my shoulder as I was unlocking the front door. “No!” I snapped. I ducked under his arm and shoved an elbow into his rib cage.


I turned and braced myself against the door, ready to kick if he came at me again, but the blow to his ribs acted like a cold shower. He put his arms down and backed up a few steps. His color subsided from umber to ordinary tan.

OEBPS/images/line.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘Paretsky is a genius’
LEE CHILD





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





