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For Jo Anne, and Kathryn

Thanks for helping keep the rickety C-Dog ship afloat all these years


THANKS

Thanks to Dr Bill Ernoehazy for his advice on forensic evidence, and on preparing autopsy reports. For reasons of the story, I didn’t follow his advice to the letter, so please don’t be dismayed if you think Captain Edwards should have acted differently.

On a happier note, thanks to Edwina Wolstencroft and the Early Music Show for advice on Jake Thibaut’s song. Ms Wolstencroft directed me to the trobairitz, who I’d never heard of before. The translation of Maria de Ventadorn’s poem is taken from Meg Bogin, The Women Troubadours.

Thanks to Sue Riter for much more than I can say here. You made this book possible; you made it work.

Professor Israel bar-Joseph, an expert on nanoparticles at the Weizmann Institute, was kind enough to speak to me about gallium arsenide, among other matters.

Jolynn Parker provided crucial assistance in critiquing the book in manuscript form. Kathryn Lyndes’s support was invaluable in helping with the final rewrites.

The title of Chapter 55 is an old Russian proverb: ‘Up a hill you push a cart; down a hill it rolls. There is some justice in this world, just not enough.’



1 DEAD IN THE ALLEY

Nadia Guaman died in my arms. Seconds after I left Club Gouge, I heard gunshots, screams, squealing tires, from the alley behind the building. I ran across the parking lot, slipping on gravel and ruts, and found Nadia crumpled on the dirty ice. Blood was flowing from her chest in a thick tide.

I ripped off my scarf and opened her coat. The wound was high in her chest – too high, I knew that – but I still made a pad of my scarf and pressed it against her. Keeping pressure on the pad, I struggled out of my coat and placed it under her. Left hand on chest, right hand underneath, pushing my coat against the exit wound. Without looking up or stopping the pressure, I shouted at the people surging around us to call 911, now, at once.

Nadia’s eyes flickered open as I cradled her. The ghost of a smile quivered at the sides of her wide mouth. ‘Alley. Alley.’

‘Shhh, Nadia, save your strength.’

I thought it was a good sign, a hopeful sign, that she spoke, and I kept pushing against her wound, singing snatches of a cradle song, trying to keep us both calm. When the paramedics arrived, and pried my hands free from her wounds, they shook their heads. She’d been dead for several minutes already.

I started to shiver. It was only when the medics forced me to my feet that I felt the January wind cut into my bones. The medics brought me into the ambulance but left Nadia lying on the ground, waiting for a tech team to photograph her. The crew wrapped a blanket around me and gave me hot sweet coffee from their own thermos.

‘You did the best that could be done. No one could have done more.’ The tech was short and muscular, with wiry red hair. ‘She was bleeding out within minutes of being shot. I’m guessing the bullet nicked a major vein, but the ME will tell us more. Was she a friend?’

I shook my head. We’d barely spoken, and at that point, in fact, I only knew her first name.

A cop poked his head through the open ambulance door. ‘You the gal that put her coat on the dead girl?’

Dead woman, I started to say, but I was too exhausted to fight that battle tonight. Nadia was dead, and whatever one called her, it wouldn’t bring her back to life. I didn’t move from the bench facing the stretcher but croaked out a yes.

‘Can we talk inside, ma’am?’ the cop said. ‘The EMTs are going to take the dead girl to the morgue as soon as the photo team is through, and it’s five degrees here in the parking lot.’

I handed the blanket back to the ambulance crew and let the cop give me a hand as I jumped off the back. Nadia was lying where I’d left her, her face silver under the blue strobes, the blood on her chest black. My coat was still underneath her. I walked over and fished my car and house keys from the pockets, despite outcries from the evidence team. My handbag was lying a few feet from the ‘dead woman,’ I muttered out loud. I picked up the bag, also against the outraged shouts of the officer in charge.

‘That’s evidence.’

‘It’s my handbag, which I dropped when I was performing first aid. You don’t need it and I do.’ I turned on my heel and walked back into the club. The bag was handmade from red leather, an apology of sorts from the friend of a dead missing person, and I wasn’t going to risk losing it or my wallet in an evidence locker.

Everyone who’d been in the club or the parking lot, except those crafty enough to escape ahead of the team in blue, had been herded into the building. A minute before, I’d been too cold, but the club atmosphere, hot, nearly airless, made me ill. I started to sweat, and fought a rising tide of nausea.

The club staff, including my cousin Petra, were huddled by the bar. After a moment, when I decided I wasn’t going to vomit, I shoved my way through the crowd to Petra’s side.

‘Vic, what happened?’ Petra’s blue eyes were wide with fear. ‘You’re covered with blood.’

I looked down and saw Nadia’s blood on my jeans and sweater, on my hands. My scalp crawled: maybe her blood was in my hair.

‘Someone shot a woman as she left the club,’ I said.

‘Was it – who was it?’

‘I heard her called “Nadia,”’ I said slowly, fixing Petra with a hard stare. ‘I don’t know if that’s her name, and I don’t know her last name. If the cops, or a reporter, ask you questions about what happened tonight, you can answer only truthfully about things you actually know and saw. You shouldn’t answer questions about things that are just guesses, because that could mislead the cops.’

‘It would be best if you don’t consult the other witnesses,’ a voice said.

A female officer had fought through the shouting, texting, Twittering chaos to appear at my side.

Under the club lights, I could see her face, narrow, with pronounced cheekbones, and lank black hair cut so short the ends only just appeared below her cap rim. I read her badge: E. Milkova. E. Milkova didn’t look much older than my cousin, too young to be a cop, too young to be telling me what to do. But – she had the badge. I let her guide me to the small stage at the back of the club, which the police had roped off with crime scene tape so they could use it for interrogations. She lifted the tape so I could crawl under, then dragged a couple of chairs from the nearest table. I reached a hand out and took one of them from her.

I was in that numb place you inhabit after you’ve been part of violence and death. It was hard to focus on Milkova’s questions. I gave her my name. I told her I’d heard gunshots and run to see what the problem was. I told her I didn’t know the dead woman.

‘But you knew her name,’ Milkova said.

‘That was just from hearing someone call her “Nadia.” I don’t know her last name.’

‘Most people run away from gunshots.’

I didn’t say anything.

‘You ran toward them.’

I still didn’t say anything, and she frowned at me. ‘Why?’

‘Why, which?’ I said.

‘Why did you run toward danger?’

When I was younger and more insouciant, I would have quoted the great Philip Marlowe and said, ‘Trouble is my business,’ but tonight I was cold and apprehensive. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Did you see anyone in the club threaten Nadia tonight?’

I shook my head. I hadn’t seen anyone threaten her tonight. Earlier, that was another story, but my years as a public defender had taught me to answer only the question asked.

‘Did you come here tonight because you thought there would be an attack on someone?’

‘It’s a club. I came because I wanted to see the acts.’

‘You’re a private investigator. They tell me you’ve been involved in a lot of high-profile investigations.’

Someone had ID’d me to the police. I wondered if it was the club’s owner, out of malice. ‘Thank you,’ I said.

Milkova pushed her short hair back behind her ears, a nervous gesture – she wasn’t sure how to proceed. ‘But don’t you think it’s a strange coincidence, you being here the night someone got shot?’

‘Cops have days off. Even doctors. And PIs have been known to take them, too.’ I didn’t want to throw Petra to the wolves, and that’s what would happen if I said anything about wanting to keep an eye on my cousin’s workplace.

No one had bothered to turn off the Body Artist’s computer, and the plasma screens on the stage kept flashing images of flowers and jungle animals. It made a disturbing backdrop to the interrogation.

‘Vic, what are you doing here?’

I looked around and saw Terry Finchley, a detective I’ve known for a long time. ‘Terry! I might ask you the same question.’

Finchley’s been out of the field for five or six years now, on the personal staff of my dad’s old protégé, Captain Bobby Mallory. I was surprised to see the Finch at an active homicide investigation.

He gave a wry smile. ‘Captain thought it was time I got my hands dirty again. And if you’re anything to judge by, they’re going to get mighty dirty indeed on this investigation.’

I looked again at my stained hands. I was beginning to feel twitchy, covered in Nadia’s blood. Terry climbed the shallow step to the stage and told Milkova to get him a chair.

‘What have you learned, Liz?’ Finchley asked Officer Milkova. So the E stood for Elizabeth.

‘She’s not cooperating, sir. She won’t say how she knew the vic or why she was here, or anything.’

‘Officer Milkova, I’ve told you I didn’t know the victim,’ I said. ‘It makes me cranky when people don’t listen to me.’

‘Pretty much any damn thing makes you cranky, Warshawski,’ Finchley said. ‘But, out of curiosity, how did you get involved?’

‘I was leaving the club, I heard gunshots. I ran across the parking lot and saw a woman on the ground. She was bleeding; I tried to block the wounds, so I didn’t take time to follow the shooters. But on the principle that no good deed is left unpunished, I’m being treated as though I had something to do with the dead woman’s murder.’ My voice had risen to a shout.

‘Vic, you’re exhausted. And I don’t blame you.’ Terry’s tone was unusually gentle, the sharp planes in his ebony cheeks softening with empathy. He’d felt angry with me for a lot of years – maybe I was finally forgiven. His voice sharpened. ‘The techs are annoyed because you took evidence from the crime scene. And, for that, I not only don’t blame them but need you to turn it over to them.’

Okay, not forgiven. He was just doing good-bad cop all in one paragraph.

‘It wasn’t evidence: these were my personal belongings that I dropped when I tried to administer first aid. I picked them up when Officer Milkova told me to leave the scene. I think your techs would be grateful to have extraneous items removed. Although I did abandon my coat.’

My throat contracted, and I looked involuntarily at my hand, my right hand, which had been pushing my coat against Nadia’s bleeding back. ‘You can keep the coat. I’ll never wear it again.’

Finchley paused briefly, and decided to let my handbag ride.

‘Did you know the dead woman?’

‘No.’

‘Why were you here?’

‘It’s a club. You can come in if you want a drink and want to see the show. I was doing both those things.’

Finchley sighed. ‘You know, anyone else in this town, I’d nod and take your name and phone number and urge you to wash the blood off and try to forget the horrors you witnessed. But V. I. Warshawski chooses to come to a club the one night in the year a woman gets murdered at their back door? You know what the captain’s going to ask when he hears that. Why were you here tonight?’



2 PERFORMING ARTIST

Why had I been at Club Gouge the night Nadia Guaman took two bullets? Terry’s question kept running through my head as I drove home. The simple answer had to do with my cousin Petra. Except Petra had been in my life less than a year, and I was rapidly learning that there are no simple answers where she’s concerned.

In a way, that was unfair. It was really Jake Thibaut who first took me to Club Gouge, right after Thanksgiving. Jake’s a bass player who moved into my building last spring; we’ve been dating for a few months now. He plays with a contemporary chamber group, as well as the early-music group High Plainsong. Trish Walsh, a friend of his from High Plainsong, was doing a strange blend of medieval music with heavy metal lyrics, accompanying herself on electric hurdy-gurdy and lute.

When Trish Walsh, singing as the Raving Renaissance Raven, got a gig at Club Gouge, Jake put together a party to hear her. A number of his musician friends joined us, but he also invited Lotty Herschel and Max Loewenthal, along with my downstairs neighbor, Mr Contreras.

My cousin Petra wheedled her way into the invitation. ‘The Raving Renaissance Raven!’ Petra’s eyes glowed. ‘Jake, I didn’t realize how totally cool you are. I have the Raven’s Ravings on my iPod, but I’ve never caught her act!’

Club Gouge itself was one of a string of new nightspots that had taken over the abandoned warehouses under the Lake Street L, just west of downtown. Somehow, it had become the hippest scene on the strip, mostly because the owner, Olympia Koilada, apparently had a sixth sense for knowing when to book performers right before they became big.

The Raven, who was opening for an act billed as the Body Artist, sang and played for about forty minutes. Max was intrigued by her hurdy-gurdy, which was handmade of beautiful woods. The Raven had attached an amplifier to it, and the sound filled the club.

Jake and his musician friends didn’t like the distortion that the amp brought to the musical line. Between sets, they argued about whether their friend could have achieved a better effect with a local mike. Petra and Mr Contreras argued about the lyrics: she thought the Raven’s songs were awesome, he found them disgusting.

It was Max who put my own reaction into words. ‘She perhaps never has had a wide audience in her early-music performance. Now she can show a young generation that even a gifted musician can shock, and thus build a market for herself.’

‘That’s so cynical,’ Petra protested. ‘She’s just being brave enough to put herself out there.’

‘Where art and commerce intersect,’ Jake said. ‘You make art, you sell it – to make a living, to get some validation – you make compromises with your art to make a living – why not go the whole way? Which isn’t to say she doesn’t believe as deeply in heavy metal as she does in early music.’

We had planned to leave before the Body Artist came onstage, but the lively arguments in our party – accompanied by the amount of beer and wine everyone was putting away – went on until the houselights were dimmed again for the evening’s main event.

Young men at tables around us gave catcalls and stomped their feet in anticipation. During the intermission, I’d been watching a table in the middle of the room. The five young men sitting there were all drinking heavily, but two in particular had been banging their beer bottles on the tabletop, demanding that the Body Artist get going. When the lights went down, theirs were the shrillest whistles in a noisy room.

We sat in the dark for perhaps thirty seconds. When the lights came back up, the Body Artist had appeared onstage.

She sat on a high stool, very still. She was naked except for an electron-sized thong, but cream-colored foundation covered her body, including her face. Only her brown hair, swept up from her neck in a jeweled clip, belonged to the world of the living.

The Artist was completely at ease, her bare legs crossed yoga style, her palms pressed together in front of her breasts. It was the audience that was disturbed: little rustlings, as people crossed and uncrossed legs or fiddled with zippers. Explosions of whispered laughter.

Behind the woman, photographs of body art appeared on a series of screens: a field of lilies grew out of a vagina, with the flowers blooming across the breasts. A face painted like a tiger, magnified so that each whisker, each stripe around the muzzle, was visible. The tiger was replaced by a jungle scene that covered the back: elephants trumpeted on the shoulder blades, a giraffe straddled the spinal column. The jungle was followed by a giant blue eye, lid lowered, on an abdomen, seeming to wink at the vulva below.

The slides changed in time to a soundtrack of Middle Eastern music. At the front of the stage, two figures clad in burkas gyrated in time to the music. I hadn’t noticed them at first, but the burkas somehow exaggerated the eroticism of the dancers’ movements and made them almost as disturbing as the body art itself.

I was as uncomfortable as the rest of the audience. The spotlight on the Artist’s breasts, the sense that this was a mannequin sitting there, not a woman, was both arousing and unpleasant, and I resented my body for responding to what my mind rejected. Jake Thibaut shifted away from me involuntarily, while Mr Contreras said in a loud whisper, ‘This ain’t right. It just ain’t right!’

The Artist let the tension build until we were all ready to claw at each other, and then she lowered her hands, palms open toward us, in seeming invitation. ‘Art is in the hands of the maker, it’s in the eyes of the beholder, it’s in the air we breathe, the sunsets we admire, the dead bodies we wash and wrap in linens for burial. My body is my canvas, but tonight it’s yours as well. Tonight is a night to let your imagination run free and to paint, the way you used to paint in kindergarten before you started worrying what someone might say about your work, your art. I’m your canvas, your – bare – canvas.’

The five guys who’d been pounding their table, demanding the start of the Artist’s act, now whistled and called out. One of them shouted, ‘Take it all off, girl, take off that thong thing. Let’s see some pussy!’

I half turned to look at them. One of them was trying to signal for another round. All five were big guys, and the one shouting for the Body Artist to take off her thong had the kind of muscles you get from lifting heavy stuff all day long. The room was lit dimly, but I could make out a thicket of tattoos along his arms.

The woman on the stool smiled. Maybe she was used to drunken vulgarity. Maybe she enjoyed it.

‘Can’t we get a drink here?’ the tattooed man cried, slapping the table.

‘Cool it, Chad,’ one of his tablemates said.

I looked around for the bouncer and saw him at the back of the room, talking to the owner. They had their eye on the table and seemed to think the quintet didn’t need professional attention just yet, but as I watched, I saw the owner shake her head at the waitstaff: No drinks right now, at least not in Chad’s part of the room.

The Body Artist held out her arms to the tattooed man so that her breasts drooped forward, hanging like fruit above her thighs. ‘You and I both like body art, don’t we? Come on up, I won’t bite. Draw your heart’s desire on my body.’

‘Go on, Chad,’ his buddies urged him, ‘go for it, do it. Like the lady says, she don’t bite. Or at least not in front of all these other people she won’t.’

The group began to laugh and pound each other, and the tension eased out of the room.

The Body Artist picked up a brush from a tray of open paint cans on a cart beside her and began painting on her leg. For a moment, we forgot the strangeness of her nudity and watched as she picked up different brushes. She worked quickly, talking the whole time, about the body art convention she’d just attended, about gallery shows around town, about her childhood cat, Basta.

As she painted, the two burka-clad figures posed on the stage, periodically shifting legs or arms into new positions that mimed pleasure or excitement in the Artist’s work.

After five minutes, the Body Artist stood, showing off her painting. Only people in the front of the club could see it, but they all clapped and cheered. The rest of us craned, and Chad and his friends got restive again. Before their complaints grew too loud, one of the burkaed figures picked up a camera from the cart that held the Artist’s paints and other supplies. The Artist beckoned a man from the table directly in front of the stage. He had the embarrassed exchange with her that people often do when they’re called up from the audience by the magician. After a moment, though, he joined her on the raised platform that served as Club Gouge’s stage.

One of the dancers handed the camera to the man, and the Artist directed him to point it at her leg. The image appeared on one of the screens: a cat, elongated, disdainful, in the Egyptian style. Underneath it, the Artist had written ‘Let’s see some pussy.’

The room roared with laughter. Everyone had been upset by the catcalls from Chad and his drunk friends and was delighted to see them put down. Chad’s face seemed to darken in the dim room, but his buddies kept their hands on his arms, and he didn’t try to get up from the table.

The Body Artist kidded and prodded the man who’d joined her onstage into taking up a paintbrush. He drew a red stripe down her left arm.

‘Now your work will be internationally famous,’ the Artist said. She handed the camera back to her dancers. One of them focused on her striped arm, which appeared on the middle of the three screens. ‘These go up in my picture gallery,’ she said. ‘You can sign it, if you want, or just tell your friends what to look for.’

The man, who was as red as the stripe he’d painted, said he didn’t need all that recognition. ‘You’re the artist,’ he said, ‘you get the credit.’ He bowed to her awkwardly and left the platform, to another burst of applause.

After that, several other people felt bold enough to draw on the Artist. No one was able to match any of the elaborate paintings that kept flashing on the screens, but after a bit they’d covered her breasts with blue and green streaks, and someone had drawn a yellow smiley face on one of the Artist’s shoulder blades.

Mr Contreras grew more disturbed as the painting progressed. He wanted to have it out with Petra, but Jake persuaded him that a noisy club wasn’t the place for an argument. Max, sizing up my neighbor’s agitation, said he had a meeting in the morning, and Lotty had an early surgery call: they were leaving; they would take Mr Contreras with them.

The old man grudgingly agreed, much to my relief. The thought of riding home with him while he vented his frustration on me was a treat I hadn’t been looking forward to. I gave Lotty a grateful kiss, and returned to the table with Jake. Mr Contreras tried to force Petra to leave with them, but she gave him her biggest, brightest smile and said she’d stay until the end of the act.

The Body Artist kept up a sort of patter while people painted on her. Occasionally, someone would say something that seemed to genuinely interest her, but most of her responses sounded aloof, almost amused at our expense, even while her words celebrated ‘the community of artists’ in which we found ourselves.

One heavyset man walked up to the platform with a kind of rolling gait that made me think of a beat cop. In fact, as he bent to inspect the cans of paint I was pretty sure I could see the outline of his holster. I wondered for a moment if he was going to try to arrest the Artist for indecent exposure, but he dipped a brush into the can of red paint. After inspecting her body for bare spaces, he drew some numbers and letters on her buttocks – everyone else had been too squeamish to touch those. He picked up the camera himself and pointed it at his masterpiece. Ignoring the applause and jeers from the audience, he rolled back to his seat.

Just as Jake and I decided we also had seen and heard enough, another woman stepped onto the small stage. She didn’t say anything to the Body Artist or the audience, but began painting with the kind of focus none of the other volunteers had shown. The two dancers had mimed enthusiasm throughout the show, but now they seemed genuinely engaged by the work in progress. They began filming, and we all saw the woman’s work: stylized flames that covered the Artist’s back were overlaid with an intricate design, scrolls of fleurs-de-lis done in pink and gray. The painter was adding a face to her composition when the tattooed man began shouting again.

‘Are you dissing me, bitch? Are you dissing me?’

Chad stood so quickly his buddies couldn’t hold him. His chair clattered to the floor, and he tried barging past the customer tables to the stage. By that time, the bouncer had reached Chad. He used some moves that I hadn’t seen since I left South Chicago. Chad was doubled over and out the door in under a minute.

The bouncer’s speed and ability subdued Chad’s buddies. When a server suggested they settle their tab and join their friend outside, one of them pulled a fistful of bills from his pocket and laid them on the table without counting or even looking at the check. All four left as quickly as they could.

The owner, a tall woman about my age, climbed onto the small stage. In her own way, she was as striking as the Body Artist. Her hair was black except for a streak of white that fell artistically over her forehead, and she was wearing a big white satin shirt, tucked into skintight black pants. She introduced herself as Olympia Koilada.

‘We all owe a big round of applause to our Body Artist. Have fun, but be safe, use protection.’ She flashed a peace sign, and walked back to the bar.

Canned music began to throb and whine through the room, and the noise in the audience grew loud with relief. Jake and his friends decided to take the Raven out for a late dinner. He was good-natured enough to include Petra, but she announced that she was staying on to talk to the manager.

‘I heard them say at the bar that they’re shorthanded, and I need more work,’ Petra said. ‘You know, my nine-to-five, we’re kind of going day to day on whether we’ll even have jobs at Christmas, so this would be great.’

‘A club job would be great?’ I said. ‘It would be even more unreliable than your day gig.’ Petra was working for a Web-based-design firm.

‘Have you seen the way people are tipping?’ Petra’s eyes sparkled. ‘I used to work as a hostess, you know, in the summers, at my folks’ country club. The waitstaff never pulled this kind of change, and we still had some pretty good tips.’

I wondered if I should try to do more to stop her. Petra was only twenty-three, and, in some ways, I felt responsible for her. She’d stopped taking money from her parents after learning about a serious crime her father had spent his life covering up, and she wasn’t used to looking after herself full-time.

Jake waited, a little impatiently, while I tried to talk Petra out of applying for work at the club.

‘Don’t be a snob, Vic,’ he said. ‘I was a roadie in clubs like this all through my twenties, didn’t do me any harm. Let’s go. I told the others we’d catch up with them at the restaurant.’

I followed him into the bitter night. The backup at the parking lot exit looked as though it might take twenty minutes, but an alley ran behind the club; I turned my Mustang around and eased my way against the flow of the traffic.

‘Petra was right, it was awesome,’ Jake said. ‘And at the same time disturbing, especially those dancers in their burkas. I suppose anyone doing art is manipulating public emotions. I do it myself, so why does her expression seem to cross a boundary?’

‘It’s the body,’ I said. ‘You can’t get away from it. Whether we like it or not, we live in a world where the exposed female body is a turn-on. Music only suggests the erotic or the private self. The Body Artist forces you to see the private.’

‘Maybe. Bass players, we have a reputation as the crudest of musicians, so if I’m uncomfortable at a public display of nudity it makes me think I’m not a genuine bassist. I will confess, in private and to you alone, that I sat there feeling like I didn’t have enough clothes on.’

I laughed. ‘Speaking under cover of darkness, I also confess— Hello, what are they doing?’

I had turned in to the alley. Chad and his friends were hovering outside Club Gouge’s back entrance. I stopped the car.

‘Vic, please don’t get out to fight them. I’ve had enough excitement for one night.’

‘I never get to have any fun,’ I whined, but added, ‘Of course I’m not going to fight them, but I do think the club’s nifty bouncer needs to know these guys are hanging around.’

I made sure the car doors were locked and pulled out my cell phone, but when the quintet saw us, they moved on down the alley. Ice packed with dirt made the going treacherous, and one of the gang tripped and fell, which gave me time to trail them while I looked up the club’s phone number. By the time I’d bumped through the ice and potholes to the street, the men were circling back along Lake Street, toward the main entrance to the club.

‘Vic, not that I’m trying to tell you what to do, but you know I’m not going to risk my fingers if you go after them,’ Jake said. ‘And I’m pining for bouillabaisse.’

His tone was light, but he wasn’t joking – his fingers were his livelihood. I didn’t know whether to laugh or feel hurt. ‘Do you really see me as someone who’s so pining to fight that I’d take on five drunks twice my size and half my age? My only weapon right now is my cell phone.’

‘I’ve seen you come home covered in burns and bruises; I’ve never been with you when you got them. How was I to know?’ Jake squeezed my shoulder to take the edge off his words.

Of course, when I used to cruise South Chicago in my cousin Boom-Boom’s wake, there were plenty of times I found myself fighting for no reason I could ever figure out. I decided not to tell Jake about it. It would be hard to persuade him that I’d matured since then.

Someone finally picked up the club’s phone. A late-night L clattered overhead as she answered, and, at her end, the music and crowd noise were just as deafening, but she finally realized I wanted to speak to the owner, Olympia Koilada. By this time, I was back in front of the club in time to see Chad and his friends get into their RAV4.

Olympia didn’t seem concerned about the guys. ‘I don’t know who you are or why you think it’s your business – you’re a private eye? – and you think your nose belongs in my business? I don’t think so. Controversy brings people to the club, and the Artist knows it. She also knows how to look after herself. I’ve got a live show coming on in two minutes. Ciao.’

The girders to the Lake Street L, and all the similar SUVs streaming in and out of the club’s parking lot, made it hard to keep an eye on the RAV4. I finally gave in to Jake’s plea that we get to the restaurant.



3 BRUSH ATTACK

The next Monday at breakfast, I was startled to see my name jump off the Herald-Star’s ‘Around Town’ page, in a small paragraph about the Body Artist and Club Gouge. ‘Angry customers, who objected to her nudity, tried to lie in wait to attack her, but local PI V. I. Warshawski quickly sent them about their business.’

I called the club owner to find out if she’d leaked the story. ‘Do you know who used my name to prop up some bogus story?’

‘What do you mean, bogus story? You called me yourself to tell me that bunch of guys was hanging around the club. I figured I was a little short with you, so I did you a favor, giving you credit. Next time, hire your own publicist.’

‘Ms Koilada, those punks didn’t object to your artist’s nudity. I don’t know what pissed them off, whether it was her mocking them with her cat drawing, or the woman who was painting her when they charged the stage, but—’

‘But nothing,’ she snapped. ‘You don’t know what they objected to. Neither do I. But the idea of a nude artist offends some people—’

‘And titillates others,’ I interrupted in turn. ‘So this little story will bring more people to Club Gouge. Congratulations.’

I hung up, making a face at myself. A phone call like that was a waste of energy, and I should have known better than to make it. I went down to my office and tried to put the club out of my mind – not so easy, since my cousin Petra had taken a job there. I learned this from her texts: She, like, totally loved the club! tps r aweso cows gr8! I got the tps but didn’t understand the cows. Petra sent back one impatient word: coworkers.


Two weeks after our outing to Club Gouge, Petra bounced in midafternoon on Sunday. Mr Contreras, her honorary ‘Uncle Sal,’ so adores her that she was taken aback when he started lecturing her over taking the job at Club Gouge.

‘You’re a young gal, Petra Warshawski, but not too young to know right from wrong. What are you up to, wanting to work in a degenerate place like that? And that – that woman, that Olympia, who owns it – she’s no better than a madam in a brothel. I saw plenty like her in Italy during the war, and I know one when I see one.’

‘Are you talking about the Body Artist? She is not degenerate! Her performance is totally cutting-edge. You live, like, in a cocoon here. You don’t know anything about art or you’d know that just because someone is naked up on a stage it doesn’t mean they’re a bad person! If some man painted a picture of her naked and hung it in a museum, you’d think, wow, he’s a totally great artist. Well, she’s a totally great artist, and she doesn’t need a man or a museum to make her famous. You saw her, Vic. Explain to Uncle Sal how she’s reclaiming her body and how that helps all women reclaim their own bodies.’

I eyed her thoughtfully. In the seven months I’d spent around my cousin, this was the first time she’d revealed any awareness of women’s issues, in the arts or anywhere else.

‘Pretty sophisticated analysis, Petra. The Body Artist tell you this, or did you think about it in the middle of the night and have one of those lightbulb moments?’

Petra flamed crimson and shifted her weight in her high-heeled boots.

‘Does she have a name?’ I asked.

‘Of course she does, but she likes to be called the Body Artist, so we all respect that. So what did you think of her, if you can say it without being a total snot?’

‘You’re right, I was a snot. Sorry. I found it disquieting to watch her. The way she talks, the way she holds herself, she seems contemptuous of her audience, or at least of people like me. Maybe she’s bold and heroic, turning stereotypes on their heads, and I only was uncomfortable because I’m not liberated enough. But maybe—’

‘Liberated?’ Mr Contreras exploded. ‘Sitting stark stone naked in front of an audience? I’m ashamed of the both of you. Victoria, you’re a grown woman. You shouldn’t sit back while the kid gets into bad company. And Petra, this isn’t healthy, watching a woman take off her clothes in public.’

He was seriously upset, using our real names like that, instead of ‘Cookie’ and ‘Peewee.’ Petra made her pouty face, and went to put her arms around him. She danced him back down the stairs, hoping to coax him back to his more usual good humor, or perhaps to persuade him that the Body Artist wasn’t degenerate. As I was shutting the door behind them, I heard her say, ‘But, really, Uncle Sal, you can’t tell me you didn’t look at girlie magazines when you were in the Army. Why is someone nude onstage any worse?’

When I was alone, I felt hollow, restless. I didn’t want to be with Mr Contreras and Petra and their argument, I wanted a relaxing evening with good friends. I could hear Jake across the hall playing with a group of students or colleagues, maybe girlfriends, and tried to suppress a sense of jealous exclusion. At the end of January, he was leaving for a European tour. Between rehearsals and the run-up to Christmas – the busiest season for a musician – most of his life was spent away from me these days.

I cleaned the week’s dishes out of the kitchen sink, and then, inspired by Jake’s group, did a few breathy vocal exercises. Finally, out of nervous irritability, I looked up the Body Artist’s website.

It was an odd site. She had a blog, which was mostly a series of ramblings on women in the arts, but the bulk of the site was dedicated to her body painting. You could actually buy ‘pieces of flesh,’ as she called them – photographs of the various images she’d displayed in her act at Club Gouge. Each picture – priced from a hundred to a thousand dollars, depending on size, format, and content – had the number of buyers clocked under it. The most popular were the lilies growing out of her vagina and the winking blue eye.

Looking at her site added to my rumpled feelings. Who was exploiter, who was exploited? I finally went down to Mr Contreras’s place and collected the dogs. Petra was curled up on the couch, Mitch at her side, but she was still arguing her case with my neighbor. I took the dogs and fled before the combatants could drag me back into battle.

The December night was cold but clear. We ran east, all the way to the lakefront. By the time we returned home, Petra had left. I gave the dogs back to Mr Contreras but refused to let him reopen his grievance over the Body Artist and Club Gouge.

‘Pitchers and catchers report to Mesa in two weeks,’ I said. ‘Everything will get better after that.’

‘Except Cubs fans. Don’t go trying no fake smiles on me, doll. I’m not in the mood. Spring training means lowlifes getting ready to piss on the grass.’

Mr Contreras was a Sox fan. He’d grown up west of old Comiskey, and he hated being here in Wrigleyville during the baseball season. At least loutish Cubs fans meant a change of grievance for him, but I didn’t feel like listening to that, either.

The year was winding down, and my own workload was heavy. Hard times meant a big upswing in fraud. Even though my clients were slower in paying their bills and negotiating reduced fees for big inquiries, I still had more business than I could comfortably handle.

The only times I saw Jake were when I could make it to one of his concerts; now and then, I’d go out for a late supper with him and some of his fellow musicians. We spent Christmas Day together, and then he left to visit his mother and sister in Seattle.

Lotty and Max flew to Morocco over Christmas; Petra went skiing in Utah with her mother and sisters. Even Mr Contreras left, although it was only to drive to Hoffman Estates, near O’Hare, where he spent a few days with his unhappy daughter and her two sons. I didn’t like the feeling of isolation, home alone in Chicago. I put the dogs in a kennel and flew down to Mexico City for a week of art, music, and warmth.

The return to Chicago the day after New Year’s felt in some ways like the descent to the Underworld. No sun, bitter cold, sick friends, and a dozen messages from unhappy clients who wanted to know if I really cared about their business or if I was just living it up on their money. Within twenty-four hours, sun and dancing seemed as remote as the end of the galaxy.

The Thursday after I came home, I left a client meeting in the Loop that had run until almost nine. I was walking east, toward the Dearborn L, imagining dinner, a drink, and a bath, when Petra texted me: rgent biz cll @ 1s – urgent business, call at once. I felt young and hip when I realized I had translated it effortlessly.

‘Vic, you have to come over right now!’ she cried when I phoned.

‘Over where?’ I demanded.

‘The club! Someone just tried to kill the Body Artist.’

I ducked into a building entrance so I could speak to her away from the street noise and the cold. ‘When? Have you called the cops?’

‘She won’t let us. She says it’s nothing. Can you please come?’

‘Let you? You don’t need her per—’

Petra cut me off with a hasty, ‘Gotta go, table 11 is screaming for their drinks,’ and hung up. I thought wistfully of my bath, and my bottle of Johnnie Walker, but hopped around the slushy curbs on Dearborn and continued east to Wabash and the Lake Street L.

This time of night, the L is full, with students getting out of night school and weary late workers like me heading home. Most of my companions had little white wires snaking from pockets to ears, making them look as though their heads were being transfused. A number of them were texting at the same time or listening to their earclips. They looked like the descendants of Alien Nation getting commands from the mother ship.

I got off the train at Ashland and hurried to Club Gouge as fast as I could on the icy sidewalk. Even though it was a weeknight, the parking lot was almost full. The people coming and going through the club’s doors seemed to be chattering normally, not with the hushed excitement they’d show around a crime scene.

The bouncer was inspecting people’s bags and backpacks before letting them in. That was the only sign that something unusual had happened. No one protested – we’re all inured these days to being searched. Pretty soon, we’ll have to get undressed before we walk into our apartment buildings at night, and we’ll probably submit to that without a murmur.

When I reached the front of the line, I showed the bouncer my PI license and explained that Petra had summoned me. The bouncer, Mark, looked me up and down but nodded me into the club.

‘I don’t know if the Artist’ll talk to you,’ he said, ‘but she’s in the back. Her performance starts in about twenty minutes – I’ll get Petra to take you to her.’

‘What happened?’

Mark shuffled his feet.

‘She’ll tell you herself. I’m not a hundred percent sure.’

I looked at him narrowly, wondering what he didn’t want to reveal, but went into the club. Olympia was behind the bar, helping the two bartenders keep up with the orders. As the Body Artist’s performance time was drawing near, the club was filling, and drink orders were piling up.

Olympia was striking, with her dyed black hair and the thick streak of white over her left eye. She was dressed in black and white, too, as if she, like the Body Artist, were a canvas on display. Tonight she was wearing a pantsuit that shimmered like oilcloth under the lights. The jacket was open to her breastbone, where you could see the fringed top of a white camisole.

My cousin was easy to find. At five-eleven, with her halo of spiky hair adding another three inches, she towered over most of the room. When I tapped her arm, she finished delivering drinks to four tables without missing an order and then waltzed me behind the stage to the small changing room set aside for performers.

She knocked perfunctorily on the door but opened it without waiting for an answer. The Body Artist was sitting in the lotus position, eyes shut, breathing slowly. She was already naked except for her thong, which was covered with the same kind of cream foundation paint as her body. Close up, she looked more like a mannequin than before, which was somehow more disturbing than her nudity.

Petra cleared her throat uncertainly. ‘Uh, this is my cousin, the detective, you know. I told you I was calling her when you said you didn’t want the police here. Vic, Body Artist. Body Artist, Vic. I’ve got to get back to my station.’

She backed out of the room, the feathery ends of her hair brushing against the top of the door frame.

The Artist looked up at me. ‘I don’t want to be disturbed before my performance. Come back later.’

‘Nope,’ I said. ‘Later, I’m going to be home. I’ve been working since eight this morning and I’m beat. Who attacked you?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Where did it happen?’

‘Here, in my dressing room.’

‘The first time I was here, some big guy with tattoos tried to attack you. Was it him?’

‘It was . . . an indirect assault. Not a mugging.’

‘Were you attacked at all?’ I asked. ‘Or is this a publicity stunt – will I see a paragraph in tomorrow’s paper that I repelled yet another customer infuriated by your nudity?’

The Artist’s eyes were hard to read inside the mask of paint. ‘It was a real assault.’

She rose, with the fluid motion of a dancer, and showed me her left leg. Beneath the foundation paint, I could just make out the long line of a cut.

‘A piece of glass was hidden in one of my brushes. It’s in the garbage now.’

I put on my gloves and extracted the brush from the pile of tissues and sponges that was filling the can. It was soft, made of sable, the bristles about an inch wide and two inches long. A glass shard had been attached to the bristle head with a piece of wire painted the same color as the handle. Even so, it was easy to spot.

‘How come you didn’t see the glass?’ I asked.

‘I’ve done this so many times, I don’t think about it,’ she said. ‘I unroll my brushes, stick them in the paint containers ready to take onstage, and apply my foundation.’

‘So your brush was rigged before you got here tonight?’

‘Maybe. But I dropped everything off here this afternoon so that I could run some errands, and I don’t lock the case.’ She waved a hand at a large metal suitcase under the dressing table.

‘You need to give this to the cops. If there’s poison on it, or tetanus – ’

‘I’ll get a tetanus shot tomorrow morning. But I don’t want the police here.’ For the first time, she sounded agitated, even angry.

‘Why not? Someone injured you.’

‘I don’t want police in here slobbering over me, and I don’t want to put clothes on over my foundation. Period, end of story.’

Olympia had appeared in the doorway without my noticing. ‘Who are you? Oh, right, Warshawski, the detective who craves anonymity. The Artist has to go onstage in five minutes, and you’re going to hurt her performance, badgering her like this. You need to leave.’

I asked Olympia the same question I’d put to the Body Artist about the tattooed guy at the table of drunks who’d tried to jump the Artist the night I came with Jake and his friends. ‘Chad, I think I heard his pals call him.’

‘Drunks don’t have the subtlety for something like this,’ the Artist said.

She was staring at Olympia when she spoke. The heavy foundation made it impossible to read her expression, but it flashed through my mind that Olympia had rigged the brush, or at least that the Artist thought she had.

‘Get out now, Warshawski,’ Olympia said. ‘Go sit at a table in the back – we’ll treat you to a drink.’

‘Thanks, Olympia, but I’m way past my limit tonight.’

Over objections from both women, I put the brush into a plastic bag the Body Artist had used to hold cotton balls, wrote down the date and place I’d found it, and tucked it into a pocket of my handbag. On my way out of the club, I scanned the crowd. I didn’t see Chad or his friends, but the heavyset man who looked like a cop was there again. He was nursing a drink at a table by himself. Morose, off-duty policeman without friends, the kind who makes headlines by using his weapon in a crowded bar.

Another person, sitting close to the front, also looked familiar. I studied her for a moment and then decided she was the painter whose work had provoked Chad. Her thin shoulders were hunched up around her ears. Her hands were on the table, tensed so tightly that I could see the tendons raised across the back. She, too, seemed to be alone.



4 INDIVIDUAL OF INTEREST

It was a week later that Petra dropped by my office on her way home from her day job. She was drooping. Even her spiky hair had collapsed, and she looked less like a radiant Valkyrie than a houseplant in need of water.

I was in the middle of a complicated transaction with an Ajax Insurance auditor, trying to unravel a fraud committed by one of their claims adjustors, but I gave my cousin an extra-bright smile to show that I loved her and was delighted to see her.

While I talked the accountant through the entries I’d made in my audit software, Petra wandered around my office. She fiddled with stacks of documents, studied her teeth in the glass over my Antonella Mason painting, and then spun a crystal paperweight, a gift from a grateful client, on its edge. She was so distracting that I finally beckoned her over and told her to go across the street for a couple of espressos. By the time she’d returned, her hair damp from the snow that was starting to fall, I’d finished my phone call with Ajax.

I sat her down in the alcove reserved for clients, the sole clutter-free place in my office. ‘What’s up, babe?’

‘I, uh, Vic . . . Did you ever find out who put that piece of glass in the Body Artist’s paintbrush?’

‘No, why? Has it happened again?’

Petra shook her head. ‘No. I just wondered.’

She had taken off her ski jacket. Underneath, she had on a big sweater topped by a fringed buckskin vest. She wasn’t taking money from her dad, but her mother had restocked her closet during their Christmas ski trip.

She started braiding and unbraiding the fringes on the vest. I tried to curb my impatience. She was troubled, and like all troubled people who come to that corner alcove it was hard for her to get to the point.

‘I sent the brush up to a forensic lab I use,’ I said. ‘The glass didn’t have any germs or poisons on it, and they couldn’t lift any fingerprints from the handle. Do you think you know who did it?’

Petra looked up. ‘No . . . No, I don’t . . . But I sort of wondered . . . The atmosphere at the club, ever since that night – really, ever since after Christmas – it’s changed. Olympia is, like . . . I don’t know—’

‘You’re wondering if Olympia spiked the brush?’ I cut into her dithering.

She made a face. ‘It’s nothing so concrete. But there’s this woman who comes in almost every time the Body Artist is performing – I think her name is Nadia – and she does this same picture over and over. She’s really good, compared to all the weirdos and sleazoids who want to paint their names or, you know, something gross, but—’

‘Was she there when Jake and I came right after Thanksgiving? She was painting pink hats, and a woman’s face, and she got that tattooed guy all wound up.’

‘That’s her. Well, Olympia and the Artist have been arguing about her. It’s almost like – well, the way they talk – it’s sort of like Olympia and the Artist are lovers, or were lovers – I don’t know – something like that. And now this Nadia is coming between them, or something.’

‘It is tiresome when people bring their love life to work, but unless you feel threatened I wouldn’t worry about it. Just stay out of the middle. Or quit if it gets too rocky.’

‘I’m not a baby, I don’t care who sleeps with who, although it is like being back in tenth grade when they flaunt it at you.’ She leaned forward in her earnestness, her hands on her knees. ‘Vic, I know you and Uncle Sal both were kind of down on me working at a club, but when I started there I loved it, I loved everything about it. The energy, my coworkers, the acts. Olympia, she’s amazing. Her music is so cutting-edge, she’s so bold. She’s only a few years younger than my gran – my mom’s mom – but she’s so together! I loved working for her. Now, though, she doesn’t seem the same. And it’s not just the stuff with Nadia and the Artist.’

Her voice trailed away, and she started pulling at a loose thread in her jeans, hiding her face from me.

‘What’s going on, Petra? What aren’t you telling me? Drugs?’ I added sharply when she didn’t answer.

She looked up at me, her mascaraed lashes brushing her brows. ‘I don’t know. I mean, I know people there are using – you’re running around, waiting tables, you see who’s putting stuff up their noses or into their drinks or whatever – but I never saw any sign that Olympia was using or even dealing. I did ask Mark – Mark Alexander, her bouncer – and he says Olympia doesn’t tolerate drugs in the club . . . at least, not staff bringing them in.’

I nodded but took Mark’s assurances with a grain of salt. If people were doing drugs in the club, it was because Olympia was turning a blind eye.

‘It’s really Nadia and the Artist that seem to cause – well, they don’t cause it – but whenever Nadia shows up, even though all she does is paint on the Artist, everyone is out of whack. Like those guys, the tattooed guy and his friends. The one guy, Chad, he gets so furious I think he might have a heart attack on the spot. I don’t know why he keeps coming back, but it’s, like, he can’t leave the club alone. And Olympia, she’s, like, Let him come in, as long as he isn’t violent, because his gang runs up these huge tabs.’

She grinned briefly. ‘And then his buddies leave these humungous tips because they feel embarrassed. So, of course, in a way we all welcome them on the nights they show up.’

She started tearing pieces from her coffee cup. ‘The problem is, this guy has been hitting on me, and when I put him down, Olympia behaved really oddly.’

‘What guy?’ I demanded. ‘Chad?’

‘No. Chad only cares about Nadia. I mean, she’s the person who winds him up, or maybe it’s the Artist – it’s hard to be sure. This older guy, he’s kind of crude, and he can’t keep his hands to himself. So first I kidded him, you know, going, “Whoa, buster, seems like your fingers kind of forgot curfew. Better tell ’em to stay home where they belong.” Well, that was like slapping a whale with a goldfish – totally useless. So next time I kicked him good on the shin, and he talked to Olympia, and she came to me and said I couldn’t go around kicking customers. So I explained what happened, and she said, Are you sure? And I said, I know what a hand feels like when it’s inside my pants, and she said, If I overlooked it, there’d be something extra in my pay envelope. But—’

‘Quit.’ I said flatly. ‘If Olympia is running drugs – and a bar is a perfect Laundromat for drug money – you don’t want to be there when the cops shut her down. And if she’s pimping for some sleazoid, you need to run for the exit.’

‘I will if I have to. But, Vic, it’s almost four hundred a week in tips I’m getting there, pretty much tax-free. And my day job, I don’t know how much longer they’ll keep me on. Would you – I know it’s a lot to ask – but could you—’

‘What, shoot him?’ I asked when she broke off.

That made her laugh.

‘If you could do it and not get caught, I’d be your slave for life! No, but could you check him out, do you think, see who he is, see if there’s something you could do to make him stop?’

‘Do you have his name?’ I asked.

‘Olympia calls him Rodney. I’m not sure what his last name is – Stranger-Danger, maybe.’ She scrolled through her cell phone and held it out to me. ‘This is what he looks like.’

She’d taken his picture from above, when she was passing his table. It wasn’t a good likeness, but it didn’t surprise me to see it was the guy I’d pegged as an off-duty cop. Petra wasn’t working tonight, but she said she’d be at the club the next night. I promised to stop in, although it bugged me that my cousin insisted on staying on at the joint.

Petra zipped up her ski jacket, her face brighter now that she’d unburdened herself and gotten a promise of help. Even her hair, matted down by her ear warmer, seemed to be springing up.

‘Vic – don’t tell Uncle Sal, okay? He’s already on me about the club being so degenerate and all, and—’

‘Sweet Pea, I’m not so sure he’s wrong. If I see coke or ecstasy or some damned thing passing between Olympia and Mr Stranger-Danger, you are quitting on the spot, you hear?’

‘Sure, Vic, I promise.’ She held up three fingers in the Girl Scout salute and danced out the door.

I finished my number crunching for Ajax Insurance. The claims manager seemed to have the intelligence of an eggplant. He should have been able to generate the report himself, but a hundred fifty an hour – I wouldn’t complain.



5 WHAT ON EARTH IS GOING ON?

I returned to the club the following night. The Body Artist was appearing, and the joint was alive, practically shaking with twenty- and thirtysomethings. Rodney was there, and so were Chad and his friends. I didn’t see Nadia.

I took a table near the back, but Olympia swept over as I was pulling out a chair at one of the rear tables. Tonight she was wearing a black sweater with a deep cleavage over black velvet pants; her touch of white was a corsage of feathers that brushed the swell of her breasts.

‘That table’s reserved, Warshawski. I don’t have a free seat in the house. You’ll have to stand.’

‘Not a problem, Olympia.’

I got up and moved to the railing that created a kind of foyer between the audience space and the club entrance. I wasn’t going to give her an excuse to throw me out by losing my temper.

‘And there’s a twenty-dollar cover on the night the Body Artist appears. All drinks are six dollars, more for name brands.’

I stuck a hand inside my sweater and pretended to be fumbling with my bra. ‘Want the money now?’

She frowned. ‘A private eye is bad for business, Warshawski. If you interrupt the show or harass the Artist, I’ll see that you’re thrown out.’

‘I’ll tell you what’s bad for business, Ms Koilada: you dealing drugs, or laundering money, or whatever you and Rodney are up to. I want you to know that my cousin Petra’s safety is very important to me.’

She flicked her eyes across the room again. ‘Petra is safe here. No one will hurt her. She’s popular with my customers and with the staff. She has the kind of good-natured high spirits that make a server popular. Some of our customers may get overenthusiastic in their reaction to her, but she seems levelheaded. I’d be surprised to know she was blowing up something trivial into something major.’

‘Me, too. That’s why I took her reaction seriously. Olympia, even if I’m not a good-natured, high-spirited kind of gal, you could do worse than trust me with your problems. If this guy Rodney is posing a threat—’

‘Maybe being a detective makes you think you can pry into people’s affairs, whether they want it or not, but my club is my business, not yours.’

‘Who is Rodney?’ I asked. ‘Is he a cop?’

‘Are you deaf? I told you to mind your own business.’

She turned on her heel. The club needed too much supervising on a packed night like tonight for her to waste more time arguing with me.

I didn’t see her stop to talk to Rodney, but she must have because he got up from his table and came over to me.

‘Girlie, you put one foot wrong here, and I’ll personally stuff your body in a snowbank.’

‘“Girlie”? You sound like a bad movie script, Rodney.’

His lips curved into something like a sneer. ‘Maybe, but you could look like part of a bad movie yourself if you try to mess with me. Got it?’

I leaned against the railing and yawned. ‘Go put on a sheet and dance around a cross if you want to scare people. That how you got Olympia so rattled?’

He pulled his hand back as if he were going to hit me but thought better of it in the nick of time.

‘No one messes with me, girlie. Not you, and not that smart-mouthed cousin of yours, either.’

‘People who mess with me or my cousin tend to spend a lot of years in Stateville, Rodney, when they aren’t picking themselves out of gutters – or snowbanks. Ask around, anyone will tell you the same. Now, go back to your chair. The band is packing up, the Artist will be onstage soon, and the rest of the audience will be peevish if you block their view.’

His face scrunched together in ugly lines like a thwarted toddler’s. He flipped his coat open so I could see the outsize gun in his shoulder holster, but I pretended to be looking at the stage.

He finally hissed, ‘Just watch yourself, girlie,’ and swaggered back to his seat a few seconds before the houselights went down.

I made a face in the dark. Maybe I hadn’t changed so much from those days of trailing around South Chicago with Boom-Boom, looking for fights.

The lights came back up, and the routine followed its usual course, with the Artist appearing magically on her stool. The audience reacted in their usual way, gasping with amazement at the intricacy of the work on the plasma screens, shifting nervously with sexual excitement at the more graphic imagery.

Rodney, at his central table, was staring moodily at his sixth bottle of beer. He didn’t seem to be in the mood to paint tonight. Nadia had appeared without my noticing, perhaps when the lights were down, or maybe when Rodney was threatening me. She was at a table near the front, twirling her hair around her fingers. She didn’t wait, as she had the first time I’d seen her, for the rest of the room to paint. I studied Chad while Nadia painted, but he seemed to have himself under control. Maybe he was getting used to her. Or maybe his friends had persuaded him to stay calm. He seemed to be more intent on Nadia’s drawings than on Nadia herself – he was watching the screens onstage where the webcams were broadcasting her work.

Again, she was creating her intricate design. I’d remembered them as pink hats, but they were pink-and-gray scrolls. When she finished covering the Artist’s back with them, she began drawing a woman’s face, a beautiful young woman with dark curly hair, and then she took a palette knife and slashed it.

I looked over at Chad. He was sweating, and his tattooed arms were shaking. His buddies were holding him, but he didn’t make any effort to get out of his chair.

As soon as Nadia had finished, she went back to her table and gathered her coat and backpack from the floor. She skirted the back of the stage and disappeared. Chad suddenly broke away from his friends and followed her.

Most of the club, including the waitstaff, was focused on the Artist, who was stretching and preening to make Nadia’s work as visible as possible. Those who saw Chad might have assumed he was heading for the men’s room, since the toilets were along a narrow corridor that also led backstage. I pushed my way through the crowd at the back as fast as I could.

A young man in a worn Army windbreaker hurried after me. He’d been with Chad at their table. His face, pitted and craggy despite his youth, was unmistakable. We got backstage just in time to see the alley door shut behind Chad.

‘Man! Don’t be doing something stupid now.’

The guy seemed to be talking to himself more than me, but we sprinted together to the door.

So many cars filled the area that we couldn’t see Chad or Nadia at first, but we heard Chad shouting, ‘Why are you doing this? Who sent you here?’ as we slipped and stumbled along the icy gravel of the parking lot toward his voice.

Chad, under one of the streetlamps, was standing over Nadia. He wasn’t touching her, but he was leaning down so his face was close to hers. He’d left his coat in the bar, and the lamp picked up the tattoos along his bare forearms. He was holding a black object, something that looked like an outsize oven mitt, under her face. Even in her bulky parka, Nadia looked frail next to him.

We reached them in time to hear Nadia say, ‘Who sent you? Are you spying on me?’ while Chad was yelling, ‘Don’t pretend you don’t know what this is! Why are you doing this to me?’

Chad’s friend sprinted to his side and wrapped an arm across his neck, affection and restraint in one gesture. ‘You don’t want to be out here in the cold, man. Come on. Let’s go back inside, warm up, get another beer.’

I pulled Nadia away, leading her across the parking lot toward Lake Street. ‘Nadia, what’s going on here? Why is Chad so upset by your painting?’

‘Who are you?’ She blinked at me.

‘My name’s V. I. Warshawski. I’m a private investigator, and if there’s something—’

‘A detective? Go to hell!’ She wrenched free of my hand. ‘I’m sick and tired of people spying on me. Tell them that!’

‘Tell who that? I’m not spying on you. I just want to know—’

‘I’ve seen you in the club. I know what you’re doing there. No one is going to stop me from painting – ’

‘I don’t want to stop you. Please, Nadia, can we talk where it’s warmer? It’s brutal out here.’

‘We can’t talk at all. If you come near me again, I’ll . . . I’ll spray pepper in your eyes.’

She broke away from me, stomped down Lake Street to the L stop. I watched as she climbed up to the platform, puzzled by the whole exchange. Chad’s and Nadia’s accusations of spy versus spy made them seem like a married couple in the middle of a bad divorce. But what was the black oblong Chad had held under her nose?

When I returned to the club, the Body Artist was finishing her act. No one had painted over Nadia’s work, but the Artist’s front and arms were covered with crude drawings, stripes, a tic-tac-toe board, and a few sunflowers.

‘All of you are amazing, amazing artists. Feel good about who you are in the world, how creative you are, and come see your work on my website, at embodiedart.com. Remember, it’s a cold, cruel world out there, but art can keep you warm even if it can’t keep you safe.’

She held up her hands in a peace sign, and left the stage. Olympia kept the images running on the screens while she turned canned music back on, and the audience relaxed into explosions of laughter. The release of sexual tension made everyone order drinks, and my cousin and the rest of the waitstaff were running around madly for the next twenty minutes.

I’d had enough of everyone at Club Gouge, but I went back to the Body Artist’s dressing room thinking I should at least talk to her. Olympia’s bouncer was standing outside her door.

‘Sorry, but she doesn’t want to be disturbed after her performance. It takes a long time for her to clean up, and she’s exhausted.’

‘I know just how she feels.’

I smiled and ducked under his arm and was in the dressing room before he could grab me. He followed me as the Artist started squawking in outrage.

I’d wondered if she wanted privacy to do drugs after her act, but she was, in fact, putting some kind of paint-removing cream on her arms and legs, then wiping it off with hand towels. The floor around her was littered with paint-smeared towels. I wondered if she was a big enough star that someone cleaned up after her or if she had to do her own laundry.

‘Ms Artist, did you tell Nadia I was in the club to spy on her?’

The Artist kept wiping herself off with towels and refused to say anything, but her flat, almost transparent eyes studied me in the mirror.

‘She’s sure she’s being spied on,’ I said. ‘Is she paranoid or is someone really after her?’

‘You’d have to ask her, wouldn’t you?’ the Artist said.

‘Nadia waits in here, doesn’t she, while the band plays? She gets special treatment from you, and that annoys Olympia. But it makes me think she’s told you why she’s so nervous. Are she and Chad in the middle of a bad divorce?’

The Artist smiled for the first time. With contempt, not good humor.

‘I’m not going to help you build a dossier on anyone,’ she said. ‘Now it’s time for you to leave. Unless you want to clean my cunt for me.’

She used the shocking word deliberately, as if to goad me into blushing or flinching. I looked at her steadily until she bit her lips in discomfort and turned away.

‘Mark, get her out of here. Or call the cops.’

Mark took my shoulder. ‘You heard her. Don’t make me break your arm or something.’

‘Or your hand,’ I said, ‘or the mirrors in here. I’m not going to fight you, Mark, at least not tonight.’

I let him escort me out of the room, feeling grumpy with everyone including myself. I had been an ineffectual cousin with Petra and a lousy detective. I felt even worse the following night. That was when Nadia was murdered. That was when I was up past two a.m. talking with Terry Finchley and his team.



6 BLOOD, BLOOD, BLOOD

By the time I finally finished talking to Terry Finchley, to lesser cops, saw my cousin safely into her Pathfinder, and argued with Olympia, it was almost three. None of us got much out of our night together.

I learned from Finchley that Nadia’s last name was Guaman. I learned she had been a graphic designer – hence her skill with the paintbrush – and that she had turned twenty-eight this past fall. I learned that she had died from the massive bleeding caused by two bullets entering her chest, and that she had been shot at a range of about fifteen feet – the distance from the back door of the club to the alley, where the shooters had waited.

While I was talking to Terry, one of his team came over with a report about Chad and his friends. No one could provide a last name for any of them, but Finchley took their descriptions and put out an alert. They hadn’t been in the club tonight, but that didn’t mean Chad hadn’t been lying in wait for Nadia.

When Terry asked me what I knew about Chad and his friends, I only shrugged. I don’t know why I didn’t tell him about the heated exchange I’d heard between Chad and Nadia the previous night. Maybe it was Nadia’s vulnerability, or the fact that I’d cradled her in my arms as she died. Or the discomfort I’d felt when she accused me of spying on her. She thought someone was after her, and I’d thought she might be paranoid. Now she was dead. I didn’t feel like discussing it with the police.

I told Finchley most of the rest of what I knew, including finding the glass in the Body Artist’s paintbrush. He demanded that I retrieve it from the Cheviot labs, but he also revealed that he’d been able to pry the Body Artist’s name out of her.

‘Karen Buckley. Not a very jazzy name for a stripper. Maybe that’s why she wouldn’t let anyone around here know it,’ Finchley added.

‘She’s not a stripper,’ I said. ‘She’s an artist, and a fine one.’

‘A woman who takes off her clothes on a stage for men to drool over is a stripper, in my book.’

‘Bobby’s right,’ I said. ‘You’ve been breathing the rare air on South Michigan way too long. You need to buy yourself a new book. What about this guy Rodney? You find anything out about him?’

‘What guy Rodney?’ Finchley demanded.

‘Didn’t anyone here mention him? Big guy with a gut, looks like an off-duty cop, with a big old nine-millimeter under his jacket. It looked like an HK when he shoved his armpit in my face.’

‘And why did he do that, Vic?’ Finchley said. ‘You weren’t in his face, by any chance, were you?’

‘I was telling him to stop sticking his hand into my cousin’s pants when she’s waiting tables. Does that constitute being in his face to you? And whether it does or not, does that mean he gets to wave a gun at me?’

Finchley pressed his lips together. He’s a good cop, and a good detective, but he’s close to a police sergeant I used to date. He still holds it against me that Conrad Rawlings got shot while he was involved with me. The human heart, or thyroid gland, or whatever it is that controls our emotions, is too tangled for me to understand. Conrad survived, but our affair didn’t, and I’ve never been sure which the Finch blames me for more – the breakup or the shooting.

Finchley sent an underling to fetch Olympia to the small stage, where the police were conducting interrogations. She looked briefly frightened, or maybe angry, when he asked her about Rodney, but then gave him her brightest smile and said, ‘I’m sure I know who Vic means. He’s a regular, he loves Karen’s show, but – are you sure his name is Rodney, Vic? I thought it might be Roger, or Sydney.’

I gasped at the brazenness of her lies, but before I could speak, Finchley was asking if she had had any complaints from her staff or from other customers.

‘I gave one of Vic’s cousins a job here, and Vic is a mite over- protective, maybe jumps too fast to conclusions. If Petra can’t handle a little good-natured kidding with the customers, then I’m afraid she shouldn’t work in a club.’

‘Is that why you comp his drinks, Olympia?’ I asked. ‘To encourage the good-natured kidding? And why you offered Petra a bonus if she’d overlook His Gropiness?’

Olympia’s eyes seemed to glitter, but that might just have been the bright lights on the stage. ‘Your cousin needs to get a handle on her imagination. I don’t comp drinks here. I know she’s young, but this is a bad economy. I can take my pick of waitstaff – I don’t need Petra Warshawski.’

She turned back to Finchley, leaning so close that the white feathers of her corsage almost tickled his nose. ‘Detective, I’m sorry Vic is trying to involve you in her cousin’s problems when everyone knows it was that disturbed guy who must have shot poor Nadia.’
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