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    A Hero’s Death

  




  

    More than a thousand people attended Boom Boom’s funeral. Many of them were children, fans from the suburbs and the Gold Coast. A handful came from Chicago’s depressed South Side where Boom Boom had learned to fight and skate. He was a wing with the Black Hawks until he shattered his left ankle hang-gliding three years earlier. And before Wayne Gretzky came along, he’d been the game’s biggest hero since Bobby Hull.

  




  

    He underwent surgery for the ankle three times, refusing to admit he couldn’t skate any more. His doctors hadn’t even wanted to attempt the third operation, but Boom Boom bowed to reality only when he could find no one to perform a fourth. After that he drifted through a series of jobs. A lot of people were willing to pay him to generate customers and goodwill, but Boom Boom was the kind of person who had to be doing, had to sink his teeth into – whatever it was.

  




  

    He finally ended up with the Eudora Grain Company, where his father had been a stevedore during the thirties and forties. It was their regional vice-president, Clayton Phillips, who found Boom Boom’s body floating close to the wharf last Tuesday. Phillips tried calling me since Boom Boom’s employment forms listed me as his nearest relative. However, I was out of town on a case that took me to Peoria for three weeks. By the time the police located me one of Boom Boom’s mother’s numerous sisters had identified the body and begun arranging a big Polish funeral.

  




  

    Boom Boom’s father and mine were brothers, and we’d grown up together in South Chicago. We were both only children and were closer than many brothers and sisters. My Aunt Marie, a good Polish Catholic, had produced endless babies, dying in her twelfth attempt. Boom Boom was the fourth, and the only one who lived more than three days.

  




  

    He grew up playing hockey. I don’t know where he got the craze or the skill but, despite Marie’s frenzy over the danger, he spent most of his childhood thinking up ways to play without her knowing. A lot of them involved me – I lived six blocks away, and a visit to Cousin Vic was often a cover for a few precious hours with the puck. In those days all the hockey-mad kids adulated Boom-Boom Geoffrion. My cousin copied his slap shot slavishly; to please him the other boys took to calling him ‘Boom Boom’ and the nickname stuck. In fact when the Chicago police found me at my Peoria hotel and asked if I was Bernard Warshawski’s cousin it took me a few seconds to realize who they meant.

  




  

    Now I sat in the front pew at St Wenceslas Church with Boom Boom’s moist, indistinguishable aunts and cousins. All in black, they were offended by my navy wool suit. Several took the trouble to tell me so in loud whispers during the prelude.

  




  

    I fixed my eyes on the imitation Tiffany windows, depicting in garish colors highlights in the life of St Wenceslas, as well as the Crucifixion and the wedding at Cana. Whoever designed the windows had combined Chinese perspective with a kind of pseudocubism. As a result, jugs of water spouted from people’s heads and long arms stretched menacingly from behind the cross. Attaching people to their own limbs and sorting out who was doing what to whom kept me fully occupied during the service and gave me – I hope – a convincing air of pious absorption.

  




  

    Neither of my parents had been religious. My Italian mother was half Jewish, my father Polish, from a long line of skeptics. They’d decided not to inflict any faith on me, although my mother always baked me little orecchi d’Aman at Purim. The violent religiosity of Boom Boom’s mother and the cheap plaster icons in her house always terrified me as a child.

  




  

    My own taste would have been for a quiet service at a non-denominational chapel, with a chance for Boom Boom’s old teammates to make a short speech – they’d asked to, but the aunts had turned them down. I certainly would not have picked this vulgar church in the old neighborhood, presided over by a priest who had never met my cousin and talked about him now with hypocritical fulsomeness.

  




  

    However, I left the funeral arrangements to his aunts. My cousin named me his executor, a duty that was bound to absorb a lot of energy. I knew he would not care how he was buried, whereas the little excitement in his aunts’ lives came from weddings and funerals. They made sure we spent several hours over a full-blown mass for the dead, followed by an interminable procession to the Sacred Heart cemetery on the far South Side.

  




  

    After the interment Bobby Mallory fought through the crowd to me in his lieutenant’s dress uniform. I was on my way to Boom Boom’s Aunt Helen, or maybe his Aunt Sarah, for an afternoon of piroshkis and meatballs. I was glad Bobby had come: he was an old friend of my father’s from the Chicago Police Department, and the first person from the old neighborhood I really wanted to see.

  




  

    ‘I was real sorry about Boom Boom, Vicki. I know how close you two were.’

  




  

    Bobby’s the only person I allow to call me Vicki. ‘Thanks, Bobby. It’s been tough. I appreciate your coming.’

  




  

    A chilly April wind ruffled my hair and made me shiver in my wool suit. I wished I’d worn a coat. Mallory walked with me toward the limousines carrying the fifty-three members of the immediate family. The funeral would probably eat fifteen thousand out of the estate, but I didn’t care.

  




  

    ‘Are you going to the party? May I ride with you? They’ll never miss me in that crowd.’

  




  

    Mallory agreed good-naturedly and helped me into the back seat of the police limo he’d commandeered. He introduced me to the driver. ‘Vicki, Officer Cuthbert was one of Boom Boom’s many fans.’

  




  

    ‘Yes, miss. I was real sorry when Boom . . . sorry, when your cousin had to stop playing. I figure he could’ve beat Gretzky’s record easy.’

  




  

    ‘Go ahead and call him Boom Boom,’ I said. ‘He loved the name and everyone used it . . . Bobby, I couldn’t get any information out of the guy at the grain company when I phoned him. How did Boom Boom die?’

  




  

    He looked at me sternly. ‘Do you really need to know that, Vicki? I know you think you’re tough, but you’ll be happier remembering Boom Boom the way he was on the ice.’

  




  

    I pressed my lips together; I wasn’t going to lose my temper at Boom Boom’s funeral. ‘I’m not indulging an appetite for gore, Bobby. I want to know what happened to my cousin. He was an athlete; it’s hard for me to picture him slipping and falling like that.’

  




  

    Bobby’s expression softened a bit. ‘You’re not thinking he drowned himself, are you?’

  




  

    I moved my hands indecisively. ‘He left an urgent message for me with my answering service – I’ve been out of town, you know. I wondered if he might’ve been feeling desperate.’

  




  

    Bobby shook his head. ‘Your cousin wasn’t the kind of man to throw himself under a ship. You should know that as well as I do.’

  




  

    I didn’t want a lecture on the cowardice of suicide. ‘Is that what happened?’

  




  

    ‘If the grain company didn’t let you know, they had a reason. But you can’t accept that, can you?’ He sighed. ‘You’ll probably just go butting your head in down there if I don’t tell you. A ship was tied up at the dock and Boom Boom went under the screw as she pulled away. He was chewed up pretty badly.’

  




  

    ‘I see.’ I turned my head to look at the Eisenhower Expressway and the unpainted homes lining it.

  




  

    ‘It was a wet day, Vicki. That’s an old wooden dock – they get very slippery in the rain. I read the ME’s report myself. I think he slipped and fell in. I don’t think he jumped.’

  




  

    I nodded and patted his hand. Hockey had been Boom Boom’s life and he hadn’t taken easily to forced retirement. I agreed with Bobby that my cousin wasn’t a quitter, but he’d been apathetic the last year or so. Apathetic enough to fall under the propeller of a ship?

  




  

    I tried to push the thought out of my mind as we pulled up in front of the tidy brick ranch house where Boom Boom’s Aunt Helen lived. She had followed a flock of other South Chicago Poles to Elmwood Park. I believe she had a husband around someplace, a retired steelworker, but, like all the Wojcik men, he stayed far in the background.

  




  

    Cuthbert let us out in front of the house, then went off to park the limo behind a long string of Cadillacs. Bobby accompanied me to the door, but I quickly lost sight of him in the crowd.

  




  

    The next two hours put a formidable strain on my frayed temper. Various relatives said it was a pity Bernard insisted on playing hockey when poor dear Marie hated it so much. Others said it was a pity I had divorced Dick and didn’t have a family to keep me busy – just look at Cheryl’s and Martha’s and Betty’s babies. The house was swarming with children: all the Wojciks were appallingly prolific.

  




  

    It was a pity Boom Boom’s marriage had only lasted three weeks – but then, he shouldn’t have been playing hockey. Why was he working at Eudora Grain, though? Breathing grain dust all his life had killed his father. Still, those Warshawskis never had much stamina anyway.

  




  

    The small house filled with cigarette smoke, with the heavy smell of Polish cooking, with the squeals of children. I edged my way past one aunt who said she expected me to help wash up since I hadn’t handled any of the preparation. I had vowed that I would not say anything over the baked meats beyond ‘Yes,’ ‘No,’ and ‘I don’t know,’ but it was getting harder.

  




  

    Then Grandma Wojcik, eighty-two, fat, dressed in shiny black, grabbed my arm in a policeman’s grip. She looked at me with a rheumy blue eye. Breathing onions, she said, ‘The girls are talking about Bernard.’

  




  

    The girls were the aunts, of course.

  




  

    ‘They’re saying he was in trouble down at the elevator. They’re saying he threw himself under the ship so he wouldn’t be arrested.’

  




  

    ‘Who’s telling you that?’ I demanded.

  




  

    ‘Helen. And Sarah. Cheryl says Pete says he just jumped in the water when no one was looking. No Wojcik ever killed himself. But the Warshawskis . . . Those Jews. I warned Marie over and over.’

  




  

    I pried her fingers from my arm. The smoke and noise and the sour cabbage smell were filling my brain. I put my head down to look her in the eyes, started to say something rude, then thought better of it. I fought my way through the smog, tripping over babies, and found the men hovering around a table filled with sausages and sauerkraut in one corner. If their minds had been as full as their stomachs they could have saved America.

  




  

    ‘Who are you telling that Boom Boom jumped off the wharf? And how the hell do you know, anyway?’

  




  

    Cheryl’s husband Pete looked at me with stupid blue eyes. ‘Hey, don’t lose your pants, Vic. I heard it down at the dock.’

  




  

    ‘What trouble was he in at the elevator? Grandma Wojcik says you’re telling everyone he was in trouble down there.’

  




  

    Pete shifted a glass of beer from one hand to the other. ‘It’s just talk. Vic. He didn’t get along with his boss. Someone said he stole some papers. I don’t believe it. Boom Boom didn’t need to steal.’

  




  

    My eyes fogged and I felt my head buzzing. ‘It’s not true, goddamn you! Boom Boom never did anything cheap in his life, even when he was poor.’

  




  

    The others stared at me uneasily. ‘Take it easy, Vic,’ one said. ‘We all liked Boom Boom. Pete said he didn’t believe it. Don’t get so wild over it.’

  




  

    He was right. What was I doing, anyway, starting a scene at the funeral? I shook my head, like a dog coming out of water, and pushed back through the crowd to the living room. I made my way past a Bleeding Heart of Mary tastefully adorning the front door and went out into the chilly spring air.

  




  

    I opened my jacket to let the cool air flow through me and cleanse me. I wanted to go home, but my car was at my apartment on Chicago’s North Side. I scanned the street: as I’d feared, Cuthbert and Mallory had long since disappeared. While I looked doubtfully around me, wondering whether I could find a cab or possibly walk to a train station in high heels, a young woman joined me. She was small and tidy, with dark hair falling straight just below her ears, and honey-colored eyes. She wore a pale gray silk shantung suit with a full skirt and a bolero jacket fastened by large mother-of-pearl buttons. She looked elegant, perfect, and vaguely familiar.

  




  

    ‘Wherever Boom Boom is, I’m sure he’d rather be there than here.’ She jerked her head toward the house and gave a quick, sardonic smile.

  




  

    ‘Me too.’

  




  

    ‘You’re his cousin, aren’t you? . . . I’m Paige Carrington.’

  




  

    ‘I thought I recognized you. I’ve seen you a few times, but only on stage.’ Carrington was a dancer who had created a comic one-woman show with the Windy City Balletworks.

  




  

    She gave the triangular smile audiences loved.‘I’ve been seeing a lot of your cousin the last few months. We kept it quiet because we didn’t want Herguth or Greta splashing it around the gossip columns – your cousin was news even when he stopped skating.’

  




  

    She was right. I was always seeing my cousin’s name in print. It’s funny being close to someone famous. You read a lot about them, but the person in print’s never the one you know.

  




  

    ‘I think Boom Boom cared more for you than anyone.’ She frowned, thinking about the statement. Even her frown was perfect, giving her an absorbed, considering look. Then she smiled, a bit wistfully. ‘I think we were in love, but I don’t know. I’ll never be sure now.’

  




  

    I mumbled something soothing.

  




  

    ‘I wanted to meet you. Boom Boom talked about you all the time. He loved you very much. I’m sorry he never introduced us.’

  




  

    ‘Yes. I hadn’t seen him for several months . . . Are you driving back to the city? Can I beg a ride? I had to come out with the procession and my car is on the North Side.’

  




  

    She pushed back the white silk cuff emerging from her jacket sleeve and looked at her watch. ‘I have to be at a rehearsal in an hour. Okay if I drop you downtown?’

  




  

    ‘That’d be great. I feel like Br’er Rabbit out here in suburbia – I need to get back to my brier patch.’

  




  

    She laughed at that. ‘I know what you mean. I grew up in Lake Bluff myself. But now when I go out there to visit I feel like my oxygen’s been cut off.’

  




  

    I looked at the house, wondering if I should make a formal farewell. Good manners certainly dictated it, but I didn’t want a fifteen-minute lecture on why I should clean up both the dishes and my life. I shrugged and followed Paige Carrington down the street.

  




  

    She drove a silver Audi 5000. Either the Windy City Balletworks paid better than the average struggling theater or the Lake Bluff connection supplied money for shantung suits and foreign sports cars.

  




  

    Paige drove with the quick, precise grace that characterized her dancing. Since neither of us knew the area, she made a few wrong turns in the rows of identical houses before finding an access ramp to the Eisenhower.

  




  

    She didn’t say much on the ride back to town. I was quiet too, thinking about my cousin and feeling melancholy – and guilty. That was why I’d had a temper tantrum with those stupid, hulking cousins, I realized. I hadn’t kept up with Boom Boom. I knew he was depressed but I hadn’t kept in touch. If only I’d left my Peoria number with my answering service. Was he sick with despair? Maybe he’d thought love would cure him and it hadn’t. Or maybe it was the talk on the docks that he’d stolen some papers – he thought I could help him combat it, like the thousand other battles we’d fought together. Only I wasn’t there.

  




  

    With his death, I’d lost my whole family. It’s true my mother had an aunt in Melrose Park. But I’d rarely met her, and neither she nor her fat, self-important son seemed like real relations to me. But Boom Boom and I had played, fought, protected each other. If we hadn’t spent much time together in the last ten years, we’d always counted on the other being around to help out. And I hadn’t helped him out.

  




  

    As we neared in I-90/94 interchange rain started spattering the windshield, breaking into my fruitless reverie. I realized Paige was glancing at me speculatively. I turned to face her, eyebrows raised.

  




  

    ‘You’re Boom Boom’s executor, aren’t you?’

  




  

    I assented. She drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. ‘Boom Boom and I – never got to the stage of exchanging keys.’ She gave a quick, embarrassed smile. ‘I’d like to go to his place and get some things I left there.’

  




  

    ‘Sure. I was planning on being there tomorrow afternoon for a preliminary look at his papers. Want to meet me there at two?’

  




  

    ‘Thanks. You’re sweet . . . Do you mind if I call you Vic? Boom Boom talked about you so much I feel as though I know you.’

  




  

    We were going under the post office, where six lanes had been carved out of the building’s foundations. Paige gave a satisfied nod. ‘And you must call me Paige.’ She changed lanes, nosed the Audi around a garbage truck, and turned left on Wabash. She dropped me at my office – the Pulteney Building on the corner of Wabash and Monroe.

  




  

    Overhead an el train thundered. ‘Good-bye,’ I yelled above the din. ‘See you tomorrow at two.’
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    Love’s Labors Lost

  




  

    The Hawks had paid Boom Boom a lot of money to play hockey. He’d spent a fair amount of it on a condo in a slick glass building on Lake Shore Drive north of Chestnut Street. Since he bought it five years ago I’d been there a number of times, often with a crowd of drunken friendly hockey players.

  




  

    Gerald Simonds, Boom Boom’s lawyer, gave me the building keys, along with those to my cousin’s Jaguar. We spent the morning going over Boom Boom’s will, a document likely to raise more uproar with the aunts – my cousin left the bulk of his estate to various charities and to the Hockey Widows Pension Fund; no aunts were mentioned. He left me some money with a request not to spend it all on Black Label. Simonds frowned disapprovingly as I laughed. He explained that he had tried to keep his client from inserting that particular clause, but Mr Warshawski had been adamant.

  




  

    It was about noon when we finished. There were a couple of things I could have done in the financial district for one of my clients but I just didn’t feel like working. I didn’t have any interesting cases going at the moment – just a couple of processes to serve. I was also trying to track down a man who had disappeared with half the assets in a partnership, including a forty-foot cabin cruiser. They could all wait. I retrieved my car, a green Mercury Lynx, from the Fort Dearborn Trust’s parking lot and headed over to the Gold Coast.

  




  

    Like most posh places, Boom Boom’s building had a doorman. A pudgy, middle-aged white man, he was helping an old lady out of her Seville when I got there, and didn’t pay much attention to me. I fumbled with the keys, trying to find the one that opened the inner door.

  




  

    Inside the lobby, a woman got off the elevator with a tiny poodle, its fluffy white hair tied in blue ribbons. She opened the outer door, and I went inside, giving the dog a commiserating look. The dog lurched at its rhinestone-studded leash to smell my leg. ‘Now, Fifi,’ the woman said, pulling the poodle back to her side. Dogs like that aren’t supposed to sniff at things or do anything else to remind their owners they’re animals.

  




  

    The inner lobby wasn’t big. It held a few potted trees, two off-white couches where residents could chat, and a large hanging. You see these hangings all over the place, at least in this kind of building: they’re woven usually with large knots of wool sticking out here and there and a few long strands trailing down the middle. While I waited for an elevator I studied this one without enthusiasm. It covered the west wall and was made from different shades of green and mustard. I was just as glad I lived in a tired three-flat with no neighbors like Fifi’s owner to decide what should hang in the lobby.

  




  

    The elevator opened quietly behind me. A woman my age came out dressed for running, followed by two older women on their way to Saks, debating whether to eat lunch at Water Tower on the way over. I looked at my watch: twelve forty-five. Why weren’t they at work on a Tuesday? Perhaps like me they were all private investigators taking time off to handle a relative’s estate. I pressed 22 and the elevator carried me up swiftly and noiselessly.

  




  

    Each floor of the thirty-story condo had four units. Boom Boom had paid over a quarter of a million to get one in the northeast corner. It contained just about fifteen hundred square feet – three bedrooms, three baths, including one with a sunken tub off the master bedroom – and a magnificent view of the lake from the north and east sides.

  




  

    I opened the door to 22C and went through the hallway to the living room, my feet soundless in the deep pile of the wall-to-wall carpeting. Blue print drapes were pulled away from the glass forming the room’s east wall. The panoramic view drew me – lake and sky forming one giant gray-green ball. I let the vastness absorb me until I felt a sense of peace. I stood so a long moment, then realized with a start of resentment that I wasn’t alone in the apartment. I wasn’t sure what alerted me; I concentrated hard for several minutes, then heard a slight rasping noise. Paper rustling.

  




  

    I moved back to the entryway. This led to a hall on the right where the three bedrooms and the master bath were. The dining room and kitchen were off a second, smaller hallway to the left. The rustling had come from the right, the bedroom side.

  




  

    I’d worn a suit and heels to see Simonds, clothing totally unsuitable for handling an intruder. I quietly opened the outside door to provide an escape route, slipped off my shoes, and left the handbag next to a magazine rack in the entryway.

  




  

    I went back into the living room, listening hard, looking for a potential weapon. A bronze trophy on the mantelpiece, a tribute to Boom Boom as most valuable player in a Stanley Cup victory. I picked it up quietly and moved cautiously down the hallway toward the bedrooms.

  




  

    All the doors were open. I tiptoed to the nearest room, which Boom Boom had used as a study. Flattening myself against the wall, bracing my right arm with the heavy trophy, I stuck my head slowly into the open doorway.

  




  

    Her back to me, Paige Carrington sat at Boom Boom’s desk sorting through some papers. I felt both foolish and angry. I retreated up the hall, put the trophy down on the magazine table, and slipped into my shoes. I walked back to the study.

  




  

    ‘Early, aren’t you? How did you get in?’

  




  

    She jumped in the chair and dropped the papers she was holding. Crimson suffused her face from the neck of her open shirt to the roots of her dark hair. ‘Oh! I wasn’t expecting you until two.’

  




  

    ‘Me either. I thought you didn’t have a key.’

  




  

    ‘Please don’t get so angry, Vic. We had an extra rehearsal called for two o’clock, and I really wanted to find my letters. So I persuaded Hinckley – he’s the doorman – I persuaded him to come up and let me in.’ For a minute I thought I saw tears in the honey-colored eyes, but she flicked the back of her hand across them and smiled guiltily.‘I hoped I’d be gone before you showed up. These letters are terribly, terribly personal and I couldn’t bear for anyone, even you, to see them.’ She held out her right hand beseechingly.

  




  

    I narrowed my eyes at her. ‘Find anything?’

  




  

    She shrugged. ‘He may just not have kept them.’ She bent over to pick up the papers she’d scattered at my entrance. I knelt to help her. It looked like a stack of business letters – I caught Myron Fackley’s name a couple of times. He’d been Boom Boom’s agent.

  




  

    ‘I’ve only been through two drawers, and there are six others with papers in them. He saved everything, I think – one drawer is stuffed full of fan letters.’

  




  

    I looked at the room with jaundiced eyes. Eight drawers full of papers. Sorting and cleaning have always been my worst skills on aptitude tests.

  




  

    I sat on the desk and patted Paige’s shoulder. ‘Look. This is going to be totally boring to sort through. I’m going to have to examine even the stuff you’ve looked at because I have to see anything that might affect the estate. So why don’t you leave me to it? I promise you if I see any personal letters to Boom Boom I won’t read them – I’ll put them in an envelope for you.’

  




  

    She smiled up at me, but the smile wobbled. ‘Maybe I’m just being vain, but if he saved a bunch of letters from kids he never met I thought he’d keep what I wrote him.’ She looked away.

  




  

    I gripped her shoulder for a minute. ‘Don’t worry, Paige. I’m sure they’ll turn up.’

  




  

    She sniffed a tiny, elegant sniff. ‘I think I’m just fixating on them because they keep me from thinking, “Yes, he’s really . . . gone.”’

  




  

    ‘Yeah. That’s why I’m cursing him for being such a damned pack rat. And I can’t even get back at him by making him my executor.’

  




  

    She laughed a little at that. ‘I brought a suitcase with me. I might as well pack up the clothes and makeup I left over here and get going.’

  




  

    She went to the master bedroom to pull out her things. I puttered around aimlessly, trying to take stock of my task. Paige was right: Boom Boom had saved everything. Every inch of wall space was covered with hockey photographs, starting with the peewee team my cousin belonged to in second grade. There were group photos of him with the Black Hawks, locker-room pictures filled with champagne after Stanley Cup triumphs, solo shots of Boom Boom making difficult plays, signed pictures from Esposito, Howe, Hull – even one from Boom-Boom Geoffrion inscribed, ‘To the little cannon’.

  




  

    In the middle of the collection, incongruous, was a picture of me in my maroon robes getting my law degree from the University of Chicago. The sun was shining behind me and I was grinning at the camera. My cousin had never gone to college and he set inordinate store by my education. I frowned at this younger, happy V. I. Warshawski and went into the master bedroom to see if Paige needed any help.

  




  

    The case sat open on the bed, clothes folded neatly. As I came in she was rummaging through a dresser drawer, pulling out a bright red pullover.

  




  

    ‘Are you going through all his clothes and everything? I think I’ve got all my stuff, but let me know if you find anything – size sixes are probably mine, not his.’ She went into the bathroom where I heard her opening cabinets.

  




  

    The bedroom was masculine but homey. A king-size bed dominated the middle of the floor, covered with a black and white quilt. Floor-length drapes in a heavy off-white cloth were pulled back, showing the lake. Boom Boom’s hockey stick was mounted over the severe walnut bureau. A purple and red painting provided a splash of color and a couple of rugs picked it up again in the same red. He’d avoided the mirrors that so many bachelors think make the complete singles apartment.

  




  

    A bedside table held a few magazines. I sat on the bed to see what my cousin had read before going to sleep – Sports Illustrated, Hockey World, and a densely printed paper called Grain News. I looked at this with interest. Published in Kansas City, it was filled with information about grain – the size of various crops, prices on different options exchanges, rates for shipping by rail and boat, contracts awarded to different transporters. It was pretty interesting if grain was important to you.

  




  

    ‘Is that something special?’

  




  

    I’d gotten so absorbed I hadn’t noticed Paige come out of the bathroom to finish her packing. I hesitated, then said, ‘I’ve been worried about whether Boom Boom went under that propeller – deliberately. This thing’ – I waved the paper at her – ‘tells you everything you’d ever want to know about grains and shipping them. It apparently comes out twice a month, weekly during the harvest. If Boom Boom was involved enough at Eudora Grain to study something like this, it gives me some reassurance.’

  




  

    Paige looked at me intently. She took Grain News and flipped through it. Looking at the pages, she said, ‘I know losing hockey upset him – I can imagine how I’d feel if I couldn’t dance, and I’m not nearly as good a ballerina as he was a hockey player. But I think his involvement with me – kept him from being too depressed. I hope that doesn’t offend you.’

  




  

    ‘Not at all. If it’s true, I’m pleased.’

  




  

    Her thin, penciled brows rose. ‘If it’s true? Do you mind explaining that?’

  




  

    ‘Nothing to explain, Paige. I hadn’t seen Boom Boom since January. He was still fighting the blues then. If knowing you helped him out of the depths, I’m glad . . . There was some talk at the funeral about his being in trouble down at Eudora Grain – I guess there’s a rumor going around that he stole some papers. Did he say anything about that to you?’

  




  

    The honey-colored eyes widened. ‘No. Not a word. If people were talking about it, it must not have bothered him enough to mention it; we had dinner the day before he died. I wouldn’t believe it, anyway.’

  




  

    ‘Do you know what he wanted to talk to me about?’

  




  

    She looked startled. ‘Was he trying to get in touch with you?’

  




  

    ‘He left an urgent message for me with my answering service, but he didn’t say what it was about. I wondered: if there was some story going around the docks maybe he wanted my professional help.’

  




  

    She shook her head, fiddling with the zipper on her purse. ‘I don’t know. He seemed fine Monday night. Look – I’ve got to get going. I’m sorry if I upset you earlier, but I have to run now.’

  




  

    I walked back to the front door with her and shut it behind her – I’d forgotten to close it when I came back for my shoes earlier. I also fastened the deadbolt. I was damned if the doorman was going to let in anyone else without telling me – at least not while I was in the apartment.

  




  

    Before getting down to the dispiriting task of sorting my cousin’s papers I took a quick look around. Unlike me, he was – had been – phenomenally tidy. If I’d been dead for a week and someone came into my place, they’d find some nasty surprises in the sink and a good layer of dust, not to mention an array of clothes and papers in the bedroom.

  




  

    Boom Boom’s kitchen was spotless. The refrigerator was clean inside as well as out. I went through it and got rid of vegetables which were going bad. Two gallons of milk went down the sink – I guess he never got out of the habit of drinking it, even when he wasn’t training any longer. Tidy, tidy. I’d often said the same thing to Boom Boom, teasing him. Remembering those words made my stomach turn over, as if the air had been sucked out from underneath it. It’s like that when someone you love dies. I’d been through it with my parents, too. Little things keep reminding you and it takes a while before the physical pain goes out of the memory.

  




  

    I went back to the study and made an organized attack on the drawers. Left to right, top to bottom. If it has to be done, do it thoroughly so there’s no need to take extra time backtracking. Fortunately, my cousin was not only a pack rat, he was also organized. The eight drawers all had neatly labeled file folders.

  




  

    The top left held fan mail. Given the size of the turnout at the funeral, I shouldn’t have been surprised to see how many letters people sent him. He still got three or four a week in labored boyish handwriting.

  




  

    Dear Boom Boom Warshawski,

  




  

    I think you’re the greatest hockey player in the universe. Please send me your picture.

  




  

    Your friend,

  




  

    Alan Palmerlee

  




  

    P.S. Here is a picture of me playing wing for the Algonquin Maple Leafs.

  




  

    Across each letter was a neatly written note indicating the date and the reply – ‘March 26, sent signed picture’ or ‘Called Myron. Asked him to arrange speaking date.’ A lot of high schools wanted him to speak at graduation or at sports banquets.

  




  

    The next drawer contained material relating to Boom Boom’s endorsement contracts. I’d have to go over these with Fackley and Simonds. My cousin had done some TV spots for the American Dairy Association. Maybe that explained his milk – if you advertise it, you have to drink it. There was also the Warshawski hockey stick, a warmup jersey, and an ice-skate endorsement.

  




  

    At five o’clock I rummaged through the spotless kitchen and found a can of coffee and an electric percolator. I made a pot and carried it back into the study with me. At eight-thirty I located Boom Boom’s liquor supply in a carved Chinese chest in the dining room and poured myself a Chivas – not my first choice in Scotch but an adequate substitute for Black Label.

  




  

    By ten o’clock I was surrounded by stacks of papers – a pile for Fackley, the agent. One for the attorney, Simonds. Quite a few for the garbage. A few things of sentimental value to me. One or two that might interest Paige. Some memorabilia for the Hockey Hall of Fame in Eveleth, Minnesota, and some other items for the Black Hawks.

  




  

    I was tired. My olive silk blouse had a smear of greasy dust across the front. My nylons were full of runs. I was hungry. I hadn’t found Paige’s letters. Maybe I’d feel better after some food. At any rate, I’d been through all the drawers, including the ones in the desk. What had I really expected to find?

  




  

    Abruptly I stood and skirted the mounds of paper to get to the telephone. I dialed a number I knew by heart and was relieved to hear it answered on the third ring.

  




  

    ‘This is Dr Herschel.’

  




  

    ‘Lotty: it’s Vic. I’ve been sorting through my cousin’s papers and gotten myself thoroughly depressed. Have you eaten?’

  




  

    She had had dinner several hours ago but agreed to meet me at the Chesterton Hotel for coffee while I got something to eat.

  




  

    I washed up in the master bathroom, looking enviously at the sunken tub with its whirlpool attachment. Relief for my cousin’s shattered ankle. I wondered if he’d bought the condo for the whirlpool. It would be like Boom Boom, tidy in details but not very practical.

  




  

    On my way out I stopped to talk to the doorman, Hinckley. He was long gone for the day. The man on duty now was more of a security guard. He sat behind a desk with TV consoles on it – he could see the street or the garage or look at any of the thirty floors. A tired old black man with tiny wrinkles that showed only when I got close to him, he looked at me impassively as I explained who I was. I showed him my power of attorney from Simonds and told him I would be coming around until my cousin’s affairs were straightened out and the unit was sold.

  




  

    He didn’t say anything. He didn’t blink or move his head, just looked at me through expressionless brown eyes whose irises were stained yellow with age.

  




  

    I could feel my voice rising and checked it. ‘The man on duty this afternoon let someone into the apartment. Can you please see that no one goes in unless I accompany him or her?’

  




  

    He continued to stare at me with unblinking eyes. I felt anger flush my face. I turned and left him sitting under the mustard-colored weaving.
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    Reflections

  




  

    ‘What were you looking for?’ Lotty sat drinking coffee, her sharp black eyes probing me, but with affection.

  




  

    I took a bite of my sandwich. ‘I don’t know. I guess I’ve been a detective too long – I keep expecting to find secrets in people’s desks.’

  




  

    We were sitting in the Dortmunder Restaurant in the basement of the Chesterton Hotel. I had picked a half bottle of Pomerol from the wine bins that lined the walls and was drinking it with a sandwich – Emmenthaler on thin, homemade rye bread. Service is slow at Dortmunder’s – they’re used to the old ladies who live in the hotel whiling away an afternoon over a cup of coffee and a single pastry.

  




  

    ‘My dear, I don’t want to press you if you don’t want to think about it. But you never sort papers. Even for your cousin you would give them to the attorney unless you were looking for something. So what you were looking for was very important to you, right?’

  




  

    Lotty is Austrian. She learned English in London where she spent her adolescence, and a trace of a Viennese accent underlies the English inflection of her sharp, crisp words. We’ve been friends for a long time.

  




  

    I finished my sandwich and drank some more wine, then held the glass, turning it to catch the light. I stared into the ruby glow and thought. Finally I put the glass down.

  




  

    ‘Boom Boom left an urgent message with my answering service. I don’t know if he was just terribly depressed or in some trouble at Eudora Grain, but he never left that kind of message for me before.’ I stared again at the wine. ‘Lotty, I was looking for a letter that said, “Dear Vic, I’ve been accused of stealing some papers. Between that and losing my ankle I’m so blue I can’t take it any more.” Or “Dear Vic – I’m in love with Paige Carrington and life is great.” She says he was and maybe so – but she’s so – so, oh, sophisticated, maybe. Or perfect – it’s hard for me to picture him in love with her. He liked women who were more human.’

  




  

    Lotty set down her coffee cup and put her square, strong fingers over mine. ‘Could you be jealous?’

  




  

    ‘Oh, a little. But not so much that it would distort my judgment. Maybe it’s egocentrism, though. I hadn’t called him for two months. I keep going over it in my head – we’d often let months go by without being in touch. But I can’t help feeling I let him down.’

  




  

    The hold on my fingers tightened. ‘Boom Boom knew he could count on you, Vic. You have too many times to remember when that was so. He called you. And he knew you’d come through, even if he had to wait a few days.’

  




  

    I disengaged my left hand and picked up my wineglass. I swallowed and the tightness in my throat eased. I looked at Lotty. She gave an impish smile.

  




  

    ‘You are a detective, Vic. If you really want to be totally sure about Boom Boom, you could try investigating what happened.’
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    On the Waterfront

  




  

    The Eudora Grain Company elevator lay in the labyrinth that makes up the Port of Chicago. The Port lines six miles of the Calumet River as it snakes south and west from its mouth near 95th Street. Each elevator or plant along the river has its own access road, and none of them is clearly marked.

  




  

    I covered the twenty miles from my North Side apartment to 130th Street in good time, reaching the exit by eight o’clock. After that I got lost trying to make my way past the Calumet River, some steel mills, and a Ford assembly plant. It was nine-thirty before I found Eudora Grain’s regional office.

  




  

    Their regional headquarters, a modern, single-story block, lay next to a giant elevator on the river. The elevator loomed behind the building at right angles, two sections of massive tubes, each containing perhaps a hundred ten-story-high cylinders. The sections were split by a slip where a boat could tie up. On the right side, railway tracks ran into a shed. A few hopper cars were there now and a small group of hard-hatted men were fixing one onto a hoist. I watched, fascinated: the car disappeared up inside the elevator. On the far left side I could see the tip of a ship poking out – someone was apparently taking on a load of grain.

  




  

    The building had a modern lobby with wide windows opening onto the river. Pictures of grain harvests – combines sweeping through thousands of acres of golden wheat, smaller versions of the mammoth elevator outside, trains taking on their golden hoard, boats unloading – covered the walls. I took a quick glance around, then approached a receptionist behind a marble counter set in the middle of the room. She was young and eager to help. After a spirited interchange with his secretary, she located the regional vice-president, Clayton Phillips. He came out to the foyer to meet me.

  




  

    Phillips was a wooden man, perhaps in his early forties, with straw-colored hair and pale brown eyes. I took an immediate dislike to him, perhaps because he failed to offer me any condolences for Boom Boom, even when I introduced myself as his closest relative.

  




  

    Phillips dithered around at the thought of my asking questions at the elevator. He couldn’t bring himself to say no, however, and I didn’t give him any help. He had an irritating habit of darting his eyes around the room when I asked him a question, instead of looking at me. I wondered if he found inspiration from the photographs lining the foyer.

  




  

    ‘I don’t need to take any more of your time, Mr Phillips,’ I finally said. ‘I can find my way around the elevator and ask the questions I want on my own.’

  




  

    ‘Oh, I’ll come with you, uh – uh –’ He looked at my business card, frowning.

  




  

    ‘Miss Warshawski,’ I said helpfully.

  




  

    ‘Miss Warshawski. The foreman won’t like it if you come without an introduction.’ His voice was deep but tight, the voice of a tense man speaking from the vocal cords rather than through the nasal passages.

  




  

    Pete Margolis, the elevator foreman, didn’t seem happy to see us. However, I quickly realized his annoyance was directed more at Phillips than at me. Phillips merely introduced me as ‘a young lady interested in the elevator.’ When I gave Margolis my name and told him I was Boom Boom’s cousin, his manner changed abruptly. He wiped a dirty paw on the side of his overalls and shook hands with me, told me how sorry he was about my cousin’s accident, how much the men liked him, and how badly the company would miss him. He dug out a hard hat for me from under a pile of papers in his minuscule office.

  




  

    Paying little attention to Phillips, he gave me a long and detailed tour, showing me where the hopper cars came in to dump their loads and how to operate the automatic hoist that lifted them into the heart of the elevator. Phillips trailed along, making ineffectual comments. He had his own hard hat, his name neatly lettered across the top, but his gray silk summer suit was totally out of place in the dirty plant.

  




  

    Margolis took us up a long flight of narrow stairs that led into the interior of the elevator, perhaps three stories up. He opened a fire door at the top, and noise shattered my eardrums.

  




  

    Dust covered everything. It swirled through the air, landing in layers on the high steel beams, creating a squeaky film on the metal floor. My toes quickly felt greasy inside their thick cotton socks. My running shoes skidded on the dusty floor. Under the ill-fitting, heavy hard hat, my hair became matted and sticky.

  




  

    We stood on a catwalk looking down on the concrete floor of the elevator. Only a narrow waist-high handrail stood between me and an unpleasant crash onto the conveyor belts below. If I fell, they’d have to change the sign posted in the doorway: 9,640 man-hours without an accident.

  




  

    Pete Margolis stood at my right side. He grabbed my arm and gesticulated with his free hand. I shook my head. He leaned over next to my right ear. ‘This is where it comes in,’ he bellowed. ‘They bring the boxcars up here and dump them. Then it goes by conveyor belt.’

  




  

    I nodded. A series of conveyor belts caused much of the clanking, shattering noise, but the hoist that lifted boxcars ninety feet in the air as though they were toys also contributed to the din. The belts ferried grain from the towers where boxcars dumped it over to chutes that spilled it into cargo holds of ships moored outside. A lot of grain dust escaped in the process. Most of the men on the floor wore respirators, but few seemed to have any ear protection.

  




  

    ‘Wheat?’ I screamed into Margolis’s ear.

  




  

    ‘Barley. About thirty-five bushels to the ton.’

  




  

    He shouted something at Phillips and we went on across the gangway outside, to a narrow ledge overlooking the water. I gulped in the cold April air and let my ears adjust to the relative quiet.

  




  

    Below us sat a dirty old ship tied to the dock by a series of cables. She was riding above her normal waterline, where the black paint on the hull gave way abruptly to a peeling greenish color. On her deck, more men in hard hats and dirty boiler suits were guiding three massive grain chutes with ropes, filling the holds through some twelve or fourteen openings in the deck. Next to each opening lay its lid – ‘hatch cover,’ Phillips told me. A mass of coiled ropes lay near the back end, our end, where the pilothouse stood. I felt slightly dizzy. I grew up in South Chicago where steel mills dot the lake, so I’ve seen plenty of Great Lakes freighters close up, but they always give me the same feeling – stomach contractions and shivers up the spine. Something about the hull thrusting invisibly into black water.

  




  

    A cold wind whipped around the river. The water was too sheltered here for whitecaps, but grain dust blew up at us, mixed with cigarette wrappers and potato chip bags. I coughed and turned my head aside.

  




  

    ‘Your cousin was standing at the stern.’ I followed Phillips’s pointing finger. ‘Even if someone were leaning forward they wouldn’t have been able to see him from up here.’

  




  

    I tried, but the angle of the elevator cut off the view part way along the pilothouse.‘What about all those people on deck? And there’re a couple down there on the ground.’

  




  

    Phillips swallowed a superior smile. ‘The O. R. Daley’s tied up now and loading. When the ship is casting off all the elevator people are gone and everyone connected with the ship has an assignment. They wouldn’t pay much attention to a guy on the wharf.’

  




  

    ‘Someone must have seen him,’ I said stubbornly. ‘What about it, Mr Margolis? Any problem with you if I talk to the men on the elevator?’

  




  

    Margolis shrugged. ‘Everyone liked your cousin, Miss Warshawski. If they’d seen anything they’d have come forward with it by now . . . But if you think it’ll do some good I don’t mind. They’ll break for lunch in two shifts starting in twenty-five minutes.’

  




  

    I scanned the wharf.‘Maybe you could show me exactly where my cousin went in.’

  




  

    ‘We don’t really know,’ Phillips responded, his deep voice trying to hide impatience. ‘But if it will make you feel better in some way . . . Pete, maybe you could take Miss Warshawski down.’

  




  

    Margolis looked back at the elevator, hesitated, then reluctantly agreed.

  




  

    ‘This isn’t the ship that was here then, is it?’

  




  

    ‘No, of course not,’ Phillips said.

  




  

    ‘Know which one was?’ I asked.

  




  

    ‘There’s no way of knowing that,’ Phillips said, just as Margolis said, ‘The Bertha Krupnik.’

  




  

    ‘Well, maybe you’re right.’ Phillips gave a strained smile. ‘I keep forgetting that Pete here has the day-to-day details of this operation at his fingertips.’

  




  

    ‘Yup. It was supposed to be the Lucella Wieser. Then she had that accident – water in the holds or something – and they brought up three old tubs to take her load. The Bertha was the last of ’em. Pilot’s an old friend of mine. He like to’ve lost his lunch when he heard about Boom Boom . . . your cousin, I mean. He was a hockey fan himself.’

  




  

    ‘Where’s the Bertha Krupnik now?’

  




  

    Margolis shook his head. ‘No way of knowing that. She’s one of Grafalk’s, though. You could ask them. Their dispatcher would know.’ He hesitated a minute. ‘You might want to check with the Lucella. She was tied up over there.’ He pointed across the old boat at our feet to another pier about two hundred yards away. ‘They moved her over out of the way while they cleaned out her holds. She moved out yesterday or the day before.’ He shook his head. ‘Don’t think anyone’s going to be able to tell you anything, though. You know what people are like. If they’d seen your cousin go in they’d have said something fast enough at the time.’
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