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         Cop detail’s watching the house—I shoulda warned you,” Sam Giancana said.

         Balding, paper skinned, and sickly, the sixty-seven-year-old former boss of the Chicago Outfit picked his way down the basement stairs ahead of Nicky.

         “No shit,” said Nicky. “I didn’t see it.”

         The tan Coronet sedan had been parked on the opposite side of South Wenonah Avenue, two houses back from Giancana’s brick bungalow. Nicky had been sitting low in his ’74 Plymouth Satellite, parked four houses down from the unmarked Coronet. Long enough to see Giancana’s daughter and her husband leave with two Outfit guys Nicky knew but not well, Butch Blasi, a longtime Giancana confidant, and Chuckie English. The wine must have flowed at dinner, because everyone looked happy as they paired off into their cars and drove away. Ten minutes later, the Coronet came to life, swinging around in a U-turn and leaving its post well before the end of its midnight shift. Nicky’d ducked down onto his right shoulder when the Coronet rolled past him, then sat back up, waited ten minutes to be sure, and carried his shopping bag up the street to Giancana’s side entrance. It was June 19, 1975.

         “Anyways,” said Nicky, “my plate number’s nothing new to them.”

         Giancana had Nicky’s bag in his hands as they descended. Two steps in front of and below Nicky, Giancana’s ashen scalp showed blemishes of aging through his wispy hair. “You’re bringing food to a sick friend! So fuck ’em. This from Caputo’s?”

         His real name was Gilormo Giangana, also known as Momo, also known as Mooney, Outfit boss from 1957 to 1966, early supporter of and later antagonist of John F. Kennedy, sometime companion to famous popular songstresses. Sam G. was world famous, but at age sixty-seven he’d hit a rough patch. After almost a decade in exile in Mexico, he’d been unceremoniously deported back to the States. Then his gallbladder went. Blood clots followed, and it was touch and go for a while. All this had aged him.

         Nicky came off the stairs into a basement apartment redolent of tobacco smoke and the woolly essence of old man. Giancana owned the house, set on the corner of Wenonah and Fillmore in suburban Oak Park, but chose to live only in the part that was underground. Nicky knew other old-timers who lived the same, guys who had spent most of their lives avoiding being watched. Guys who didn’t want to feel any eyes on them.

         Giancana had made a fortune during his exile in Mexico, something to do with casinos overseas. At least that was what everyone said, him most prominently among them. Or else it was a nut of truth wrapped in a caramel of bullshit, like Sam G.’s CIA tales. Globe-trotting multimillionaires with CIA connections rarely live in their basements.

         That said, he had it furnished with everything he needed. Nicky never got farther than the kitchen, which was complete. Through one doorway he saw a television and a humidor, some framed golf tee flags on the wall. A coatrack on which hung a fedora like the ones he wore when he was the boss. The other way, Nicky saw the foot of a bed and the back of another TV, the open door to a bathroom with a stand-up shower. Caretakers lived in the main part of the house upstairs, an older couple who would come down in the morning and make the dirty dishes in the sink go away. And he had three grown daughters to take him out to places now and then. There were worse ways to play out your string.

         Some people—not Nicky—wondered why a guy with money like that would return to the city he used to run, rather than anywhere else in this beautiful land. Some people thought it strange, even suspicious. But Nicky understood. Home was home. It was the streets and the language and the people you knew. It was the markets and the food. It was the familiar. But it was still some questionable decision-making.

         Giancana unpacked the grocery bag on the counter next to the sink full of dinner dishes. “Sausage. Escarole. You take orders good, Nicky. A lost art.”

         Nicky pulled out a chair with a soft backrest and sat at a table for four, upon which stood a porcelain creamer and glass shakers of pepper and salt. Nicky wore a short-sleeve white cotton button-up under a light jacket with a navy nylon outer shell, which he did not remove. The .22 sat snugly against the small of his back in the waistband of his slacks, the suppressor weighing down his left jacket pocket like a long roll of quarters. He sat with his right forearm resting on the table, his hands touching nothing.

         “Getting your strength back,” said Nicky. “Having people over and still hungry afterwards. A good sign.”

         “Blasi and English. My Francine and her husband. I’m up to here with the concern, but they insisted.” Giancana splashed what was left of an open bottle of red wine into a juice glass, brought it over to Nicky. “This is good red.”

         Nicky accepted the glass and placed it on the table.

         Giancana opened his refrigerator, showing Nicky. “Look at this. Francine, my youngest, she went through and took away anything and everything with the littlest bit of taste. She wiped me out.”

         “She’s concerned,” said Nicky. “I don’t know—maybe you should eat bland.”

         “Eat bland,” said Giancana with a sneer. “I should live bland and be bland. This was your idea!”

         “I know it. But I don’t wanna be responsible for no health setbacks.”

         “A snack, a tastari,” said Giancana, slicing open the package of sausage with a tomato knife. “Look at me.”

         “You did drop a lot of weight. I thought maybe it was all a gambit, you know? A ploy. Get out of the grand jury thing and put the crime commission off your back.”

         “It was as real as it fucking gets, my friend. Hand to God, I had one foot in Mount Carmel. My doctor in Houston looking at me like there was gonna be a free bed in about five minutes.” He was rinsing out a fry pan. “I don’t need no health ruse to keep my mouth shut. I did a long fucking year for not talking. And the thanks I got? A one-way ticket outta town.” He turned on the hissing gas burner and ignited it with a match—bwomph. The tile backsplash near the oven burner was tanned from spattered grease. “No, I stood up. Unlike some.” He wiped his hands on a damp dishrag. “A little late-night snack, Nicky, huh? This is gonna be good.”

         Nicky heard a smattering of laughter from a television somewhere above him. The caretakers must be hard of hearing. No movement.

         Nicky said, “Unlike who?”

         Giancana turned halfway around. “Huh?”

         “You said unlike some. Who?”

         Giancana said, “Not you, Nicky. You did your bid. I’ll tell you a story—you like stories. Capone, right? He goes away for his tax thing in ’32. Frank Nitti too, same time. Capone gets something like eleven years, he’s gone. Nitti, only eighteen months. Year and a half, not bad at all. And when Nitti gets out, he’s made boss—it’s waiting for him. All good, right? But—what happened in there? Prison went to Nitti’s head, and he’s got—what is it? He’s a claustrophobe. Tight spots—he gets anxious. He sweats. Hides it. It was never talked about, but we knew. It was known. So he’s careful like a nun, a sister takes a vow of silence, because he doesn’t wanna go back—he can’t. Puts everyone else on edge around him, tightens things up. But guess what? A matter of time, he gets tangled up in a thing. Projectionists’ union, extorting movie studios—a great racket until the indictments came down. He’s on the hook. But he knows—he can’t go back in the box. Can’t do it. Just the thought of it…”

         Giancana laid two fat sausages in the pan, then returned to chopping up the escarole next to the rinsed ceci beans, working mostly with his back to Nicky.

         “Day before the grand jury, he sends his wife—his new wife, his other one died, Anna or Annette, this was the new one. Anyway, sends her to church, say a novena, say the rosary. And so she goes. He drops something like a pint of the good stuff, just blotto, stumbles outta the house, over to a rail yard in North Riverside—and shoots himself in the face three times. Three fucking times, Nicky! In his own fucking face!”

         Nicky pictured it, a 1940s crime boss, dapper and spit shined, tripping across the rail yard—maybe a childhood spot of his, or he just couldn’t think of a better place to go out—stopping, turning his gun on himself, looking at that muzzle, wanting it, blasting away at his face—once—twice—and again—until his trigger finger stopped squeezing.

         Nicky said, “Three does seem a little extreme.”

         “I mean, look at me,” Giancana said over his shoulder. “I’m a fuckin’ psychopath. Why army doctors kept me out of the war. A documented fuckin’ psychopath who army doctors are afraid of—and I couldn’t do that to myself!”

         It made Nicky smile to think of this man in loafers and an oxford shirt, dishrag over his shoulder, as a scary fucking recruit grown men didn’t want to be in the same room with, but Nicky believed it just the same. He was glad not to have known Sam Giancana in his prime—or Capone, or target-practice Nitti for that matter—back in the Wild West days.

         “Now, Capone, different story, but the same result. They let him out earlier than his eleven years because the syphilis had eaten away his brain like a rat on a wheel of cheese. Fonzo was fucking gonzo. He was like a kid again, couldn’t care for himself. A fat, angry, syphilitic kid. They took him down to Florida after he got out, and never once did he come back home. Not once.” Giancana knocked on the side of his head, working the spatula with his other hand. “Loony bird. What I’m saying is, heavy sits the crown—where was I going with all this? Accardo—right. You don’t know Joe Batters the way I do.”

         Nicky said, “I know him not at all.”

         “Now, Tony Accardo, see, I was his wheelman when he took over soon after Nitti. After the Kefauver hearings in ’51, he got heat for the mansion he was living in, with a bowling alley and billiard rooms and these fucking parties he’d throw, forget it—and he thinks I lived too big in my day? But he had an IRS scare, same as Capone, who he learned from, and knew not to play with that. Next man up is me. ’Cause I earned—I earned so much, Nicky. The fifties, it was all wide open if you had the nuts, if you had the cheese up here, and boy, I had both. But Accardo, he never really stepped aside—only stepped back. I still hadda go to him and Ricca”—Giancana crossed himself out of respect for Paul “the Waiter,” who had dropped dead two and a half years before—“for all the major moves. So they got all the sway, and I’m out front taking bullets for them. And when the heat came down, and I did the right thing and kept my fuckin’ trap shut—I do my year for contempt—I’m thrown over. I’m out, exiled. Then who? Battaglia. And Milwaukee Phil, remember him? To a man, every one of them, prison. See the pattern here? Now do me a favor. Guess how many nights Tony Accardo’s spent in jail. You guess. I’ll give you a hint.”

         “None.”

         “None is the answer. Never spent one night in jail. Think on that. Not once. What’s it telling you?”

         “That he’s got this city buttoned up tight. Police chiefs to judges and aldermen—”

         “The butcher, baker, the candlestick maker—sure, but all for him.” Giancana waved his spatula like a magic wand. “All for him. I feel for you, and worse for the young guys coming up like you. Because Tony Accardo is not risking nothing for nobody. For the simple reason, he’s got too much to lose. Go to prison now? Do eighteen months now, like a boss’s supposed to? Nicky, he’s seventy. Never broke his fuckin’ cherry. And now it’s a burden. Now he’s just runnin’ out the clock.”

         Nicky shrugged. “I wouldn’t know. But you would.”

         “You bet I would. I ever take winters off, go to Palm Springs? Do you? He’s a fuckin’ banker now or something, I dunno. What a life he’s got.”

         “He’s the Chairman. But I’m saying, with all he owns and controls, what’s there for him to worry about?”

         “For him? Weakness from within. Somebody who’s seen enough and maybe had enough. Or gets tagged on another thing and can’t take the pinch. The only real danger.”

         “You mean—a snitch.”

         “It’s what the whole thing is built on. Trust. You’re as strong as your weakest man. All it takes to knock down the top boss is one fuckin’ fink.” Giancana turned the heat down to a simmer. “Get me two plates, will ya? You want more wine, I can open up a—”

         The pistol, front-heavy now from the suppressor Nicky had quietly screwed on, jerked in Nicky’s hand as he fired a round into the back of Sam Giancana’s head from three feet away.

         Giancana’s head snapped forward, chin to chest, and all at once his body dropped to the floor with no attempt to break its fall.

         Nicky stood in the center of the kitchen, his gun arm dropping to his side. In his ears and in his mind the report was loud and still reverberating. The sound of the body dropping to the linoleum—dead before it hit the floor—was the kind of complicated noise that makes people take notice.

         He listened for television laughter, which he did not hear. Only a crackling, popping noise, like the aftereffects of an electrical explosion, voltage sizzling, but it was just the sausages cooking on the stovetop.

         Nicky moved quickly even as he told himself to go slow. Giancana lay on his front with one arm under his chest and his legs crossed at the ankles, blood dampening the only real hair he had, on the back of his head. Wedging a scuffed leather shoe under Giancana’s ribs, Nicky rolled him off the arm, laying him out flat on his back. Giancana’s swollen eyes stared upward, lips parted, blood filling in the linoleum grooves of the floor. The .22 round had not exited the front of his skull.

         The next part, Nicky wasn’t proud of. Six shots, fired into Sam Giancana’s mouth and face. It was over fast, sound and smoke hanging in the kitchen with the food smell, Nicky’s hand thrumming from the energy emitted by the .22.

         He looked up at the low ceiling, listening, unable to trust the pounding in his head.

         Television laughter. He was good.

         Nicky dumped the wine into the sink and used Giancana’s damp dishrag to wipe the juice glass clean, adding it to the dirty dishes. He wiped down the .22 and its suppressor, dropping the towel and the target pistol into the paper bag from Caputo’s, which he took with him, leaving the food simmering on the stove.

         
              

         

         He didn’t run. It was a short distance back to his car, but a long walk. The keys dropped down out of the visor, and the engine turned over and he drove away. With the shopping bag in the passenger seat next to him, Nicky turned left on Lexington and got on Harlem, crossing the Eisenhower, a straight shot north into River Forest, another plush suburb, about a fifteen-minute drive.

         He replayed everything, every step of it, and couldn’t see any slipups. He had gamed everything out ahead of time, many times, including ways it could go wrong. He alternated between reliving the job and making sure to focus on the road so he could get where he was going. This wasn’t over yet.

         He parked two blocks away on Lathrop, to be safe, getting out without the bag or the gun, walking the rest of the way to Ashland Avenue along a sidewalk set back from the curb by a lane of grass twice as wide, trees planted every ten yards or so. A cool, clear night. Number 1407 was a low-slung modern home, another corner lot, this one with a wide crescent-shaped driveway and an attached three-car garage. Nicky had driven past a few times out of curiosity but had never been inside. It always struck him that you wouldn’t think the boss of bosses would live on a suburban street like and among normal people.

         The doorbell chimed inside. Nicky’s right hand still felt a little juiced from the gunshots, his mouth dry.

         The man who answered the door was tall and silver haired, maybe seventy, looking at Nicky through owl-like eyeglasses with extra-wide lenses. He wore a light sweater with a cowl collar.

         “Yes?” he said.

         “Mr. Accardo?” said Nicky. “He’s expecting me.”

         “Yes, and-a you are?”

         Nicky’s mouth opened, but he wasn’t sure if he should give his real name. “I’m Nicky Passero.”

         “Mr. Passero, come right in.”

         The door opened fully, and Nicky stepped into the foyer. A hallway went straight ahead, with coral-colored carpeted stairs rising to the right. A tiny wooden table near the door held a small bronze elephant with trunk curled back like it was full of water, next to a crystal dish of soft pastel dinner mints. The houseman closed the door, and Nicky saw himself reflected directly to his right in a wall of mirrored panels framed in chrome.

         Nicky’s eyes looked a little larger than usual, as though he’d just had a close call out on the road. He swiped back a forelock of dark hair and relaxed his shoulders. His face, too long and too broad at the same time, his mouth thick and wide, looked like a mask to him, reflected so starkly in this ornate mirror. He thought his jacket made him look like a gas station attendant or an automobile valet. He pulled in his gut. With this all behind him now, all the stress, he should eat smarter.

         “My name is Michael, Michael Volpe,” said the houseman. “May I take-a your jacket?” he said, perhaps reading Nicky’s lingering self-appraisal.

         “No, I’m okay. Oh—or do you…?” Nicky lifted up the hem all the way around to show his waistband was clear, no weapon. But Volpe quickly shook his head; there was no need. He led the way to the first doorway on the left.

         “Mr. Passero is here,” he announced.

         Still solid at almost seventy, Tony Accardo wore an after-dinner robe—scarlet satin, though on him it somehow looked neither fancy nor quaint—over his daytime dress shirt and suit pants. Up close, Nicky saw that the silvering hair ran back from an untroubled forehead, the long ears drooped. Deep lines slanted below the broad nose, framing his colorless lips. His arms hung a little too long for his stout torso; his legs stood a little too short. His broad shoulders stooped in a grandfatherly way. Accardo was always shorter than Nicky expected, each time they met, looking like any pit boss or haberdasher Nicky had ever come across. He was pouring two rocks glasses on a sideboard bar.

         “Nicky Pins,” he said. “Scotch good?”

         It was already poured, so it wasn’t a choice. Volpe exited the room behind Nicky, silently. Nicky wanted the drink, but first he stepped up to Accardo, not wanting to make any mistakes.

         “I hadda give him my real name,” Nicky said quietly.

         “Who, Michael?” Accardo waved it off with a thick, mitt-like hand. “Michael’s been with me since he stepped off the boat from Palermo forty years ago. Part of the family. Here.”

         Accardo handed Nicky his drink. They exchanged a half salute, glasses raised, and Nicky threw back a sneaky large gulp, exhaling softly through gritted teeth after. Accardo took a smaller bite, nodding after swallowing. “There it is,” he said. “The first one’s always the roughest goin’ down.”

         Nicky nodded. “Thank you,” he said, and drank again.

         “Let’s take these out back,” said the boss of bosses. “Come with.”

         
              

         

         The backyard was more expansive than Nicky had guessed from the street, its perimeter marked off by trees inside and outside a six-foot-tall iron fence. An in-ground swimming pool was lit from below, the surface shimmering, ripples being put forth by a squirrel paddling for its life along the deep-end wall, pointy head and tiny paws struggling to stay above water.

         “Every morning,” said Accardo, who had lit a cigar, sitting in a mesh-backed lawn chair on the other side of the glass-topped table from Nicky, facing the pool and the yard, “a drowned squirrel. This is why, right here. Evening swim. Michael!”

         Nicky watched as the old houseman retrieved a long-handled mesh skimmer from a rack on the side of a small pool shed. He scooped up the squirrel, which spread its limbs on the mesh as if it were in free fall. Volpe rotated the long arm over the grass and laid it down. The exhausted rodent hopped off, slick with water. It shook off a bit, then scampered away in tiny, leaping arcs.

         “No thank you, nothin’,” grumbled Accardo, watching it go. “Typical.”

         Volpe returned the skimmer pole to the shed rack and made his way back to the patio. Nicky took another sip, finishing his drink, having declined the boss’s offer of a cigar. Accardo picked up a fly swatter off the table.

         “I think Mr. Passero here could use another,” said Accardo, and Nicky gratefully handed Volpe his glass, the houseman stepping inside, leaving them alone.

         Accardo looked at the sky. “Not too humid tonight,” he said. “I like this.”

         “No,” said Nicky, “it’s nice.”

         The fly swatter switched back and forth on his leg. Smoke drew bugs.

         Accardo said, “Nice and quiet back here, summers.”

         “Private,” said Nicky, nodding. “Real nice.”

         Volpe reappeared, this time with a double. Nicky thanked him and set the drink down on the table glass. He felt as if he were in a state of suspended animation. He wanted to do well here, and he also wanted it to be over so he could leave. He and Accardo knew each other but not well.

         Volpe went back inside and slid the door closed.

         “So,” Accardo said. “No problems?”

         “None. None at all.”

         “Nothing?”

         “I did like you said exactly. Six times in the face. Message sent.”

         Accardo took another puff. He didn’t inhale; he just took the smoke in his mouth for the flavor, then expelled it, watching it float away into the night.

         “He say anything?”

         “Not really,” said Nicky.

         “About me?”

         Nicky shook his head. It seemed better not to report what Giancana had said to him, better than the boss knowing Nicky knew something he maybe shouldn’t. “He talked a lot. But didn’t say much.”

         “Sounds like him,” said Accardo. “Nothing about going down to Washington tomorrow on a flight chartered by the government, testifying?”

         “Not specifically. Not even generally. No.”

         Accardo nodded. “But nothing he said about me?”

         Accardo expected Nicky to say something, but the play here was ignorance. “He told me a story about Frank Nitti.”

         “About Frank? What story?”

         “Him getting stir crazy from prison, shooting himself in the face.”

         “Why would that be on his mind, I wonder?”

         Nicky nodded. “Fair point.”

         Accardo blew more smoke. Flies buzzed near, but he was waiting to pick out one he liked.

         “Why come back to Chicago?” said Accardo. “Right? Lotta places Mooney could’ve gone. Year-round sun. He comes here? For what? To tell me he decided he don’t need to pay his split from his casino doings? And then—then the FBI gives him grand jury immunity? Immunity from prosecution? After getting him deported outta Mexico? On top of which—a health scare? See, that’s the trickiest one. Staring eternity in the face, Nicky Pins, it makes a man think.”

         “Him it just made hungry.”

         Accardo looked sideways at Nicky. The drink had loosened Nicky considerably. He had been tense before; now he was going the other way. But Accardo didn’t seem to mind.

         “Good, then,” said the boss, which seemed to be the final word on the subject. “What’s done is done. You know what Capone called me, why he made me his wheelman when he saw what I could do? Capable. That’s what he said I was. You’re capable, Nicky. That’s a very good thing to be. Capable is how you move up.”

         This was all Nicky wanted to hear. Still, he wasn’t quite ready for it. “Thank you,” he said.

         “You did good, and won’t nobody connect it up. Because this here”—he pointed the fly swatter at each of them, back and forth—“don’t exist. A good thing we got, you and me. Nobody knows. Better that way. No ties.”

         “No ties.”

         “But you know that I know. How capable you can be.”

         “I appreciate that.”

         The door slid open behind them, Volpe stepping out with the decanter of scotch in his hands. Accardo said, “Very good, yes, Michael. Michael stayed late on account of you. How about one more for Mr. Passero here. He don’t live far. Where’s home, Nicky Pins?”

         “Over by the basilica. Avondale.”

         “Right, right,” said Accardo, remembering. “How we met.”

         “Polish wives.”

         “I don’t wish it on my enemies,” said Accardo, a smile in his voice. “Strong willed, my Clarice. Takes a strong man.”

         Accardo’s wife, Clarice, a showgirl when they’d met, never forgot her Polish heritage, and liked to go to Sunday mass at the basilica now and then and occasionally drag along her husband. Nicky’s wife, Helena, a department store clerk in ladies’ wear when they’d met, sang in the basilica choir at high mass and usually dragged along her husband. Nicky would see the boss of bosses sitting in the pew with his hat in his lap and, despite the fact that Nicky was several rungs down the ladder and basically unknown to him, conspired one day to make a move.

         The basilica held a street fair after a mass during Lent, a few tents and tables out front selling smoked cheeses, baked goods, toys, and such. Helena was at the jewelry table, and it happened almost naturally, without Nicky having to get cute. The women got to talking, and Accardo, looking bored as all hell, perked up when Nicky let slip that they had numerous associates in common, and a polite church friendship was struck.

         The seed that was planted that day took several months to bloom. Nicky had since done some little things for Accardo, nothing anywhere near as heavy as this, just things Accardo didn’t want to involve others in. Like leaning on a neighbor of his daughter’s who was giving her family a hard time. An arson to clear out some property he owned. Almost nobody knew they had ever even exchanged words, so the arrangement was a tight one. Via Nicky, Accardo was able to push buttons he needed pushed quietly or quickly—and Nicky got to make himself known to the boss. All thanks to their wives.

         Volpe returned inside. Accardo said, “You grew up where?”

         “Archer Heights,” said Nicky. “My father was a brother, Local 743.”

         “Driver?”

         “Yes.”

         Accardo nodded, but he was thinking. “Passero, huh? Not ringing a bell.”

         “I doubt you ever dealt with him directly. But he had a lot of respect for you, I remember. He would tell stories. When that big blue Nash Statesman would roll by us on Pulaski? ‘That’s Tony Accardo,’ he’d tell me and all the neighborhood kids.”

         Accardo smiled broadly. “Good man.”

         “Yeah. Only—I really don’t know, actually. He drove away for good when I was ten.”

         “Drove away? Took off on the family?”

         Nicky nodded, wondering why he was telling Accardo this. “For good.”

         “That’s not easy. I mean, for you.”

         Nicky took another good swig. No tight exhale followed, not anymore; it was going down smooth. His brain lay back in a warm bath.

         Accardo stubbed out his cigar, tossing the fly swatter next to the ashtray, getting to his feet. “I don’t have to tell you nothing, I know. Tomorrow is a normal day, and you’ll read the news in the newspaper like anyone, either tomorrow or the next day.”

         Nicky stood, glass in hand. Feeling it. Accardo walked through the open sliding door, where Michael Volpe was waiting.

         “See Nicky out, Michael, and set the alarms.” With that, Accardo walked out of the room.

         Nicky finished the last of his drink because he thought he should. Didn’t need it but couldn’t leave it. He handed the rocks glass to Volpe, who took it to the sink. Nicky nodded.

         Volpe closed and locked the sliding door, and Nicky followed him down the hallway to the front. Volpe produced a ring of three keys and inserted one into an alarm panel built flush into the wall near the door, turning it, a green light going out under another light blinking red. Volpe opened the door and Nicky exited first, moving off the front step into the driveway.

         Volpe checked the door handle after he closed it. Locked tight. He pocketed his keys and said, “Good night, Mr. Passero.”

         “Thank you, yourself,” said Nicky, drunkenly fighting back giddiness. It was over; he was free. He walked with the studied posture of a man who knew the booze was hitting him, down the broad sidewalk in the direction of his car.

         
              

         

         Linda Ronstadt’s “You’re No Good” played on the radio, and Nicky didn’t know many of the lyrics beyond those in the title, but that didn’t stop him from singing along, badly, with his window down. This thing he’d been dreading for weeks—dreading doing it, but more so dreading something going wrong—he was on the other side now. All behind him.

         Nicky’s mind was organized like a switchboard. Compartmentalized. Nicky was proud of it. This was his secret weapon. He was nowhere near a genius, but he was smart and organized. And he was patient. His brain didn’t take any evenings off. It wasn’t often he sang along with the radio. But this was his step-up day. He had been tasked to act as the right hand of Tony Accardo, and he had come through. He was married to Accardo now, in the way of known-guy talk, and in the best way: nobody else knew it.

         Of course, Sam Giancana had trusted him too. And he was lying on the floor of his kitchen now, six rounds in his face.

         Nicky had made a neighborhood name for himself young, in the early 1960s, when Giancana was sitting on top of the world, or at least Chicago. Made a name not for violence, because that really wasn’t his thing, nor thieving or making book, which would become his thing, but for bowling. Nicky, who never grew out of a childhood affection for games, was one of the best bowlers in Chicagoland for most of his twenties. No small feat, because bowling was even bigger and more popular then. It played on TV every weekend, local matches and the Pro Bowlers Tour, and everyone watched, more than they did now. When people started coming to him, looking for tips on improving their scores, he was amused. Bowling was something that came easy to him, along with being a game he liked, so playing good was natural. In side bets, he made some short money, but he was too well known to hustle. He tried teaching friends, offering his advice, but over time became convinced that nobody ever improved much. He wasn’t good at teaching bowling. It was just something he did and how he earned his nickname, Nicky Pins.

         Giancana went away in ’65, so Nicky’s bowling prowess was frozen in the mobster’s mind, how he remembered this kid around town. Nicky hadn’t tossed a ball down a bowling alley—remarkable because he owned and operated a bowling alley now—since he rolled his perfect game in 1967.

         First time he ever came face-to-face with Giancana was at the track, around 1960 or so. Running bets for made guys for tips, it beat working. Nicky’s draft number had come out low, and his mother was worried, because he was all she had at home. Somebody introduced him to Sam Giancana, sitting in a private box, wearing his fedora and sunglasses in the shade, looking as if he were taking in the Grand Prix in Monaco instead of the fourth heat at Arlington. “You the bowler?” he said. Just like that. Sam Giancana knew of him. “I heard you drew a low number—what was it?”

         “Eighty-eight.”

         “Lucky number, but not for you. Thinkin’ of enlisting?”

         Nicky said, “I’d rather do two years than four.”

         “It’s not a prison sentence, you know. The army, you learn things.”

         “I’m okay with learning.”

         “Discipline and bed-making. How to get yelled at and take it.”

         Nicky said, “I also can learn those things here.”

         “Could you?” Giancana smiled and flicked ash on the floor, glancing back at the guys with him.

         “I think I could,” said Nicky.

         “Eighty-eight, huh?” He summoned over someone behind him. “We can fix that.”

         And he did. It was favors such as that—removing obstacles that seemed impossible, set in stone—that made a boss a boss. Opening doors, moving people up in line—or back, like Nicky. The boss was a politician but ten times more powerful.

         One day some months ago Sam Giancana walked into Ten Pin Lanes with his daughter and granddaughter. He came to sit and watch them bowl. One look at Nicky and he said, like he was reading it off a sign, “Nicky Pins. Lucky number eighty-eight.”

         A decade removed, after the prison sentence and a longer sojourn in Mexico and parts unknown, Giancana remembered him. A lot of the older-generation guys had a sweet spot for Nicky, who knew why. Giancana was no different. His daughters took care of him, doing his shopping and taking him places, but every now and then he phoned Nicky at Ten Pin and asked him to come by with some things. Sweets, usually. Get two Danish from a certain bakery, but don’t go in after eleven a.m.—it’s gotta be fresh. Get raspberry, not lemon. And pick up one for yourself. And Nicky would get himself one, and Giancana, who was maybe lonely or nostalgic or both, would sit him down and spill a little Frangelico into his coffee and tell him stories from the old, old days.

         “Baby, you’re no goooood…”

         Nicky sang it loud—loud enough to block out the static-like sound of the beans and sausage simmering in the fry pan, and the burble of blood emptying from Sam G.’s head like something spilling from a fallen carton.

         Nicky had straight-up betrayed Sam G., and he couldn’t run away from that. But Giancana was not a nice guy to everyone; he was a hard guy to most, and he had burned bridges, which, despite his black-and-white account of it, contributed to him being unwelcome in Chicago after his bid for contempt. Why was he back in town now, and why did he refuse to pay his kick to Accardo if only to keep the peace, and why was the government offering him immunity and flying him down to testify like a star witness? Accardo was dead right, in that it didn’t add up. Giancana had been back a year. That was a lot of runway, a lot of rope. There were several simple steps he could have taken along the way that would have saved him from what he got.

         “I’m gonna SAY it again…”

         Nicky, in midnote, happened to glance down a side street as he passed it, spotting a vehicle parked half a block down, all dark, with the telltale roof rack of a Chicago Police patrol car. A glimpse and it was gone, Nicky driving on.

         It could be nothing. A pair of cops catching a nap. Or it could be something.

         Nicky stopped singing. At the next intersection, he turned right. He reached inside the paper shopping bag, his hand finding the damp dishrag first. Using it, he grabbed the .22 pistol, pulling it out, switching it to his left hand. With no headlights coming toward him, nobody looking, Nicky hung his arm out his open window, the wind flapping at the rag—and with all his might catapulted the murder weapon over the roof of his Satellite, hurling it high and deep into a grove of trees to his right, an empty lot of undeveloped land between houses.

         He pulled his arm back in and turned down the radio, watching his rearview. Just as he was starting to think maybe he had ditched the weapon for nothing, headlights swung around the corner behind him—bright rectangles, gaining on him. The patrol car’s roof rack lit up, blue-and-whites twirling, bringing the trees lining the neighborhood street to life.

         Nicky stayed cool, both hands on the steering wheel. Nothing else in the car, trunk clean—Nicky always kept things neat. Nothing on his person, he was sure of that. Just an empty shopping bag from Caputo’s on the seat next to him.

         He signaled right and eased over to the curb. The cop lights came up on him fast, like they meant business, not slowing, and Nicky watched as the patrol car zoomed past him on his left. Nicky could see the officer speaking into his radio as he drove. The revolving blues flashed a nimbus of light onto the curbside trees that moved with the unit as it sped away.

         False alarm. Nicky sat there a moment, hands hanging from the steering wheel. It was the kind of close call that sobers you—and, momentarily clearheaded, Nicky realized how fucked up he was right now. He had been chauffeuring around a murder weapon while barking Linda Ronstadt out his open windows. His recklessness chilled him.

         Nicky checked his rearview mirror again and considered going back for the pistol. He had a flashlight in the glove; he could maybe recover it, give the stolen weapon a proper burial, off South Canal Street into the South Branch of the river.

         But it was stupid to be hunting around in the trees with a flashlight and no legitimate excuse. He’d wiped the gun down good. Probably it would be found someday, but so what? Not worth going back for.

         His turn signal clicked like a ticking clock. Nicky’s eyes went from checking out the street behind him in the rearview to looking directly at the reflection of his own face, eyes staring back. He looked at this other Nicky in the glass. This fucked-up Nicky. This reckless, irresponsible Nicky.

         Go home, Nicky.

         That was what the voice said. Only, home wasn’t really home anymore. He was heading back to a squeaky cot in the side office of his darkened bowling alley. With nothing and nobody there for him.

         He looked himself in the eye, knowing his mind was already made up. It was late, he was wired and wasted, and this was the charade he went through, reminding himself what he should do—then doing the other thing.

         
              

         

         Rain spat at his windshield as he cruised under the neon sign, a martini glass with a glowing green olive and a candy-red toothpick. He eyed the cars parked on both sides of Merle’s—due diligence, because really, what did he expect to see? If it didn’t feel right, he would roll on home. Simple.

         But nothing jumped out at him, and he wanted it to feel right, so he did another loop and parked in sight of the lounge, across the street. He switched off the ignition and sat and listened to the engine cooling as thin drops of rain landed on the hood and evaporated into steam. He watched the door to Merle’s through the windshield until the soft rain blurred the neon sign, getting up his nerve. There was danger here. He felt it in his chest. But that was why he was here—to feel something. To have an adventure. When the lounge-sign colors started to bleed with the runoff, Nicky got out of his car. He locked the door, shoved his keys in his pocket, turned up his jacket collar, and crossed the wet street.

         Down two steps, through the door, no bouncer. He felt an immediate change in atmosphere, the outside world gone, replaced by soft music and low lighting, the smell of sweet cologne rivaling the fresh-sliced oranges and limes that garnished the cocktails.

         The bar that swept along the right side was nearly empty, one or two lonely souls turning their heads toward him. Nicky dropped his chin and kept his eyes forward, making straight for one of the vinyl booths along the left side, red, high backed, and safe. He sat deep in the second empty one, tucked away nicely, his first objective achieved.

         He got his bearings, looking across the lounge from his vantage point, taking in a section of the bar. He was so self-conscious, he felt like he was outside his own body, watching himself here. Playing it cool. A man on a mission.

         Light laughter two booths over—not directed at him. Nicky recognized, over the soft crackle and popping of the well-worn record, the singer’s voice. It was Lena Horne singing “Mad About the Boy.”

         Nicky pulled his hand back from the table so his sweaty palm wouldn’t leave a damp smear. He rested his forearm sleeve on the scored wood in the same manner in which he had positioned himself at Sam Giancana’s kitchen table. But he was nervous here in a way he hadn’t been there.

         In the center of the round table were an almost-clean glass ashtray and a small plastic caddy of sugar packets and gold-colored matchbooks with Merle’s printed in black script. A door opened somewhere nearby, on squeaking hinges, not the front door but the men’s room.

         The bartender came over, young and skinny, shirt unbuttoned to midchest. Dirty blond hair parted artlessly in the middle, falling down and flipped back on each side. Tight tuxedo pants.

         His eyes took in Nicky’s face but did not recognize a regular. “Welcome to Merle’s,” he said, laying a gold-colored cocktail napkin on the table.

         “Scotch mist, water back.”

         “Lemon twist?” he asked.

         “Good,” said Nicky, his voice sounding steady to him, in control. “No straw.”

         “You got it. Know where the men’s is?”

         Nicky nodded. “I do.”

         The young bartender glided over to another booth, the one where the laughter had come from. Nicky couldn’t hear the order there, but as the bartender started back to the bar, two men rose from the booth and walked to a cleared space on the floor at the back end of the lounge. Nicky leaned out sideways a few inches, just far enough to glimpse them slow-dancing in each other’s arms. The two men at the bar looked like business travelers hoping for a late night. High hopes and low expectations at the same time. Nicky sat back deeply in the booth.

         The young bartender mixed Nicky’s drink, making conversation with one of the men at the bar as he did. The kid looked barely old enough to drink himself, but he handled the bottles like he knew what he was doing. He didn’t look especially fragile, only rather plain, and cheaply made, like the kind you see outside bus stations watching men go in and out.

         Places like Merle’s had their own mood, their own cadence, Nicky had found. Foreign to him, but similar to each other. So different from everywhere else he went, it was difficult to get used to. Like driving on the wrong side of the road. Strange currency, different language. Nothing coming easy to him.

         The front door opened on the sound of swishing wet tires from passing cars, and the door fell back and sealed out the night again. Nicky heard the heel of a boot before he saw the man descend the two steps and pause just inside the entrance. The rain must have picked up, because the new arrival finger-combed wetness back from his amber hair, pinching the fabric of each flared pant leg, shaking out his cuffs.

         Tan denim suit with vest. A coastal look, trendy elsewhere but a standout in Illinois. Fair skin, full mustache.

         The skinny bartender arrived with Nicky’s drink and a glass of ice water, obstructing his view.

         “Two ninety-five,” he said.

         “Start a tab,” said Nicky. “There’ll be more.”

         The bartender nodded and said, “My name is Randy.”

         Randy walked back across to the bar, stopping on the customer side to engage with the new arrival, taking his drink order. The guy stood with his hip against the bar, not sitting, taking in the selection of spirits.

         Nicky reached for his drink. The crushed ice was firm, and he sipped the scotch right through it, his top lip going cold. A hint of lemon, cool and bracing.

         Randy laughed and pointed and said, “You’re so right,” just loud enough for Nicky to hear, the bartender enlivened by the new customer. The hinges of the men’s-room door squeaked again, drawing the new arrival’s attention. He looked down the length of the bar, seemingly unimpressed, then scanned the room.

         Eye contact. Nicky felt it like a bolt. He glanced away self-consciously, guiltily, then looked back again. But the man in the tan denim suit had turned back to the bar to watch Randy mix his drink.

         Nicky swallowed hard. He reached for his drink, sucking more scotch out of the ice to keep from cursing himself. He was a lost cause. A fucking head case—and what was he doing here anyway, flirting with fucking danger? If the police came in and raided the place right now, it would be over for Nicky. I wanted a drink, I stopped in, I didn’t know. Nobody would buy that. It wouldn’t go away. He would be marked. Forever.

         He set down the glass and made a soft fist of his hand and felt his wedding band at the base of his finger. Stupid. Reckless. He knew what he had to do now. He fished some cash out of his pocket to leave on the table so he could get out of there.

         And then the man in the tan denim suit was standing before his table. “Sorry,” he said, smiling warmly under his mustache, deep lines parenthesizing his lips. He held a drink in each hand. “Oh, were you leaving?”

         Nicky said, “I was, uh…”

         “I didn’t know if you were expecting someone?”

         Nicky stared dumbly. He felt breath go in and out of his open mouth.

         The man appeared friendly in a rugged way, maybe a few years Nicky’s junior. He smiled again. “I’m intruding, aren’t I?”

         “Sure,” said Nicky. “I mean—no. It’s fine. Hi there.”

         “Randy said you were drinking scotch mist.” He shrugged without spilling a drop of the two cocktails, each glass with a lemon peel looped neatly over the rim. “I thought you looked thirsty.”

         “Randy’s right, and so are you,” said Nicky. “Sorry, you…you almost scared me.”

         “Snuck up on you,” said the guy, still smiling. “Is this your first time? First time here?”

         “First time in a long while. Sit down, sit.”

         “Thanks.” He placed Nicky’s drink down and slid into the other side, across from Nicky. “Gerry,” he said.

         Nicky nodded. “I’m Nick.” He pulled his new drink closer. “This looks good, real good. Thanks.”

         Gerry tugged down on his vest, getting comfortable, both arms resting atop the table, hands around his glass. No rings on his fingers. Gerry was trim, but not skinny like Randy. Not anxious like Nicky. His eyes were blue and remarkably, icily pale.

         “What brings you out tonight, Nick?” Gerry asked. “Celebrating something?”

         Nicky floundered a moment, thinking about Giancana again.

         Standing over him in the basement kitchen.

         Rolling him onto his back and watching him settle onto the floor.

         Leaning in and firing six times into his staring face.

         “I closed a deal tonight,” said Nicky, nodding away the intrusive images. “A big deal, good for me. But the other guy? The other guy got screwed.”

         “I see. Are you okay? You looked a little sick there for a moment.”

         “Nope, no,” insisted Nicky, wanting to be present, wanting to forget. “I just…I’m lucky. I feel lucky tonight. Don’t ask me why.”

         Gerry said “Good” and held forward his drink. “Feeling lucky is good. Here’s to the other guy.”

         Nicky picked up his drink, and their glasses clinked. Nicky sucked scotch through the crushed ice and focused on amber-haired Gerry’s confident smile.
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         Saturday night in late December in Chicago, and thirty-one-year-old thief Johnny Salita was up near the top of a telephone pole set back from the street in an alley off West Superior, around the corner from North Clark Street. Roughly ten blocks west of Lake Michigan, and he felt it, an arctic wind knifing through the three layers he wore, including a three-quarters-length black windbreaker shell.

         The icy cold was brutal on his hands but good for robbing. Freezing temperatures kept people home at night, or if they had to go out, they went bundled up, hunched over, head down. The problem for Johnny Salita was that he was losing feeling in his exposed fingertips, and this was close and careful work. But he could not afford to hurry.

         Below him, looking out at West Superior to make sure nobody stumbled into the narrow lot, Vin Labotta kept watch. Labotta was in his midfifties, ancient for this line of work, which was why he was on the ground. He was an ex-cop from a family of ex-cops—two older brothers had been kicked off the force, same as him—but he looked like he was still on the job, with the hardened face and the doubting eyes. Labotta heard happy voices and watched from the shadows as a foursome approached, two couples talking excitedly from deep within their coats. One of their group jumped out in front of the others and did some fancy dance moves, rolling his arms around in front of him, strutting along the sidewalk. Good and drunk, thought Labotta. One of the women caught up to the dancing man, linking her arm in his, calling him her John Travolta. Labotta knew what they were talking about. It was the new movie he had given his kid five bucks to see that night, just opened the day before, Saturday Night Fever. This was more like Saturday Night Freezing, thought Labotta, watching the young people walk away into the night. He looked up the pole to Salita, hoping to Christ he was almost there.

         Salita’s boot spikes dug into the wood, a line worker’s strap looped around the pole, supporting his hips. The pole was a special connection point for five dedicated phone cables as well as an electric line and a second wire leading to a backup battery box. Salita had run his own wire up the pole, sourced from a spool stashed at the other end of the alleyway, drawing juice from the cracked-open base of a public utility lamppost—stolen city power feeding his work-around.

         By the light of a small flashlight covered with a red gel lens, Salita worked out of the unlocked exchange box, applying clamps to wires connected to a smaller bypass box, which he had made himself in his workshop and which included a voltage meter. If he couldn’t maintain a continuous electrical circuit, the alarms would trip, running directly to the Central District headquarters of the Chicago Police Department, setting their bells ringing less than two blocks away.

         The alarm rig was an expensive setup, state of the art. Installing a dedicated pole for consumer use was almost unheard of. The system was guaranteed burglar proof—which was just the sort of claim a wire guy like Johnny Salita needed to hear.

         Tell me I can’t. Watch as I do.

         He double-checked his work, scanning the wiring by the red light, making sure. This was the ball game right here. His breath steamed red in the flashlight beam. He readied the alligator clips in his nearly frozen fingers—and clamped down on the final connection.

         The voltage gauge jumped a hair, a flicker of movement. But the needle stayed within the green zone.

         Good to go.

         Salita unpeeled the filter over the flashlight lens, aiming the now-white beam skyward, flashing it twice at the roof of the six-story building of faded brick.

         Up top, Dom Guarino saw the signal he had been waiting for. “Fucking finally,” said the man known as Rhino, unhugging himself, crossing to where he and Carl Pino, a.k.a. Cue Stick, had strung up the wind-whipped black tarpaulin, obscuring the roof access door from the sight of the higher buildings along Chicagoland’s skyline.

         “We’re on,” Rhino said, ducking under the loose flap, cinching the bungee cord tight, switching on the hurricane lamp. Cue Stick had precut into the door over the lock plate and now set his brace drill and continued cranking to push through. Rhino went at the frame with a pry bar when he was done. Neither Rhino nor Cue Stick had any special talents; they were muscle guys who were good only at doing what they were told. It was artless breaking and entering.
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