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  What Readers are Saying About Kevin Edwards and Last Lord of the Levee




   




  “Edwards paints a vivid picture of life in prohibition-era Chicago. His [Henry Sweeney's] struggle to balance his two lives—one as a loving family man in an Irish Catholic community and another as a wise guy who runs with the likes of Johnny Torrio, Dean O'Banion and Al Capone— captivates the reader as the suspense builds to a deadly climax. Historically accurate and engrossing, Last Lord of the Levee will entertain you until the last page.”—Misty Hood, author of Remaking Mrs. Callahan




   




  “It's a work with literary appeal. Edwards does a nice job of staying close to the historical narrative in his novel about the Levee-a place where truth was stranger than fiction.”—Robert Lombardo, author of The Black Hand, Terror by Letter in Chicago.




   




  “If Mickey Spillane was living, he might have a rival. Noir at it's best.”—George Scott, Director, Books for Heroes.




   




  "Last Lord of the Levee" is a gripping tale set during one of the most colorful and turbulent eras in Chicago's history. Using raw and compelling prose, Kevin Edwards resurrects the violence, greed, and lust for power that characterized the Windy City during the early years of the twentieth century.”—Rose Keefe, author of Guns and Roses: The Untold Story of Dean O'Banion.
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  Sweeney




   




  The long-limbed Irishman sat passively, disinterested, as the two demon-eyed Italian boys tore at the immigrant girl’s dress. One of her attackers pulled out a length of rope and began to tie her up. The Irishman watched. He was only twenty-two, but hardened by four years of working, living, and breathing the air of Chicago’s Levee. He had arrived in 1910 as an innocent Illinois farm boy. Now, in front of him, Gus and Frankie—two teens he recognized from the brothel—prepared to violate this girl in a thousand unspeakable ways and Henry Sweeney couldn’t bring himself to care.




  The dank stable area behind Dago Frank’s whorehouse on 19th Street was home to a horse, Maurice Van Bever’s 1911 Ford Model-T, and the two insane young men who were intent on breaking in their newest girl. In an effort to draw Sweeney’s ire, Frankie kept shouting in his direction: “Hey, Paddy, look at this.” Still, they wouldn’t push him too far. They knew Sweeney and, of more immediate concern, they knew he worked for the Fox, Johnny Torrio.




  Sweeney glanced up at the action in front of him. One of the young men had unbuttoned his pants and was swinging himself wildly in front of the terror stricken girl. Sweeney didn’t care what the pair did to the girl. He was there to collect the bets on tomorrow’s numbers and to get the money from the gambling action back to the Fox. Then he could go home for the night. It was almost ten o’clock, and he’d already dealt nine hours of faro and poker at the saloon. For his late night efforts, he’d been given tomorrow off. While one of the barrel-chested Italians tried to force his prick into the girl’s mouth, Sweeney thought of seeing tomorrow’s baseball game between the White Sox and the visiting Boston Red Sox.




  




  Last Lord of the Levee





  Sweeney began to sense something was wrong, though. He’d been to this building many times before—it was used mainly for storage and an occasional money drop. But Van Bever always had the money ready by nine o’clock, sharp. Never even once had it been late. Sweeney realized he’d been waiting over an hour, and he was becoming annoyed at the bickering of the two boys as they argued about deflowering the sobbing girl.




  “Frankie, get your prick away from the bitch,” shouted Gus. “You know what Mo said about her.”




  “Screw you and Mo. I don’t care if she’s a virgin. I can bend her ass over now. The same thing is going to happen to her tomorrow. The only difference is she’ll get paid by some rich asshole from Cicero in the morning. The pussy won’t be any different.”




  “Yeah, but Van Bever can get an extra fifty dollars for her tomorrow,” Gus said. “You go screwing her now and he’ll kill you. He can sell her for a virgin bonus tomorrow.”




  “Not my problem. Mo’s the one who said to break her in.” Frankie’s bellow echoed through the garage. “How can we get her ready if she’s afraid to put a prick in her mouth? Where the hell is everybody, anyway? You want a shot at this, Paddy?” Frankie said, turning his gaze to Sweeney. “Or are you just going to keep looking at the paper?”




  Sweeney ignored the boy. Frankie and Gus were just a few years younger than Sweeney, but he considered them lowbrow. The Fox had taught Sweeney a few things about how a gentleman carried himself.




  Then Sweeney heard sirens in the background. Something was going on, but he wasn’t going to disobey The Fox and come back without his nightly deposit. Instead, he sat and listened to the pulsating noise outside and the bravado of the two young men in the garage.




  Even Frankie took his gaze off his new prize and looked up, questioning. “What the hell’s going on out there? Is the whole damn Levee on fire?”




  Nobody answered. They all just listened to the sounds of horses and cars and the wails of hand-cranked sirens.




  The girl knocked herself to the ground in an effort to get away from the swinging prick. Frankie roughly pulled the girl and the chair upright. He slapped the young girl across the cheek with a blow that brought a coughing fit of crimson blood from the girl’s mouth.




  For the first time, Sweeney looked at the young girl. Really looked. The room changed before his eyes and he was suddenly aware of its every detail: the sleek gray mare silently chewing a mouthful of hay, the black Ford with the left front fender crushed into a heap of warped metal, water dripping in a corner trickling down from the leaky roof and the large beads of sweat forming on Frankie’s brow as he struggled with the girl, his naked prick still hanging from his pants.




  In this new awareness, Sweeney absorbed the scene before him. He took in the girl’s tattered floral dress. Her face was smudged with a mixture of soot and grime. Tears cascaded down her cheeks, matting her auburn curls to the sides of her neck. Her exposed left breast quivered as she sobbed. For a moment he wondered how she had wound up in the hellish area of Chicago known as the Levee. He couldn’t look away from her emerald eyes. She met his stare and mouthed a simple prayer: “Please help me.”




  It was the moment that changed Sweeney’s life forever.




   




   




  
Emma





  Katie Gallagher struggled to live a peaceful life in Derry, Ireland. It had been nearly five years since she’d lost her husband to a mill accident. Like so many others in her family, her two sons had vanished to the west searching for a new life in America. Katie’s salvation came in the form of her sixteen year old daughter, Emma. Katie’s other joy was Sunday Mass with Father Michael in Long Tower Church.




  Today was a different day, devoid of joy. Katie sat in silence in her squat, brown, flagstone house, a stone’s throw from Bligh’s Lane. It was no more than four small plain rooms, but Katie had always made it into a home full of warmth and laughter. A man with a furrowed brow and a forced smile sat across from her. Once, he was a floppy-haired boy she had grown up with in Ballymagowan. The years had raced by and now he was a rotund bald man in his late forties. He sat in her house, gingerly caressing her hand. Everyone in the area knew him informally as Doctor Peter.




  “I’m sorry, Katie.” Peter began. “The growth is cancer and it has spread to your liver. There’s nothing we can do but help to make you comfortable.”




  She had sensed the pain in her upper right abdomen might be more than a damaged muscle or some type of intestinal disorder. The pain had come and gone for over a year. At first, she had dismissed the pangs as no more than an irritated gall bladder. But the spasms had grown and the periodic twinges were replaced by a constant throb below her lower right ribs. Now, Katie sat stoically and talked to Peter.




  “Peter, I’ve known you since you were a lad of five. I held my tongue when you used to steal buttermilk off the McAllister’s stoop. And don’t forget, I was in school the day you tried to sneak a kiss from Carrie Reynolds. So young man, don’t give me any of your doctor bullshit. This is Katie Gallagher you’re talking to here. How long am I going to live?”




  “Katie, there’s always some hope—”




  Hearing the statement, Katie slammed her palm on the worn oak table with a resounding thud. “Peter, that’s what I’m talking about. The boys are gone. My dear husband Ryan has been taken from me, bless his soul. The whole damn family has sailed off to America. All I have is Emma.”




  Katie realized Peter wanted to give her a reason to go on. She knew she had fought with him, not wanting to take the tests; she hadn’t wanted her body full of needles. The results were bad, just as she feared. The yellow was already showing under her eyelids.




  “Unless the good Lord changes his mind, Katie, you won’t live through next year.”




  Katie wasn’t taken by surprise. “Thank you, Peter. That’s all I needed to know. I have to make preparations for Emma. I’ll have to tell her.” Katie began to quietly sob. Peter moved to provide a shoulder to comfort his old friend. After a few minutes, Katie was composed enough to make a pot of tea. The pair spent the next hour quietly talking about their friends, the past thirty years, opportunities lost, and most important, Emma’s future.




  It was October of 1913. After Peter’s visit, Katie began to make arrangements for her own death—and now more worrisome—the life of her daughter. She would bid farewell to Emma and put her on a boat to America to live with Katie’s sister in New York. But first they would have one more Christmas together. They would spend one more Christmas Eve and a candlelight Mass at Long Tower Church.




  ***




  An hour after her mother delivered the devastating news, Emma walked to the top of her favorite hillside overlooking Derry. She unleashed a violent tirade directed at the smoky clouds clinging to the hillside. With the death of her father, and now her mother soon to follow, Emma would be alone in the world. She was not yet seventeen. She emphatically declined her mother’s request that she go live with Aunt Rose in New York. She vowed to stay with her mother and care for her. Katie warned her off. The opportunity to travel to America was there now; it might not be there in six months. Her mother assured her there were others who could attend to her care and death. Emma pleaded with her mother; she wanted to stay in Derry. Unlike others so eager to escape the turmoil in Ireland, Emma loved the North Sea city.




  The Gallagher clan traced their roots back to 1601. Emma delighted in the aged stone walls that had kept the city safe from invaders. She adored the magnificence of the arch at Bishops Gate. On a spring day, Emma loved to hike far into the hills and gaze at the serene valley below with its patchwork of green farms and grazing cows. She could see far off to where the River Hoyle emptied into the white-capped waves of the agitated North Sea. But there was another side to Derry.




  Emma knew that many of the young men had left the area in search of adventure. Bitter young girls complained about their future. Emma’s education had ended at fourteen and, despite her studious ways; she would never realize her dream of attending St. Mary’s College. She was toiling long hours at the Dunraven Shirt Company as a seamstress. There would never be happiness in the backbreaking six-day workweek.




  Emma also considered the future of Europe as a whole. She discussed with her mother the clouds of war forming over Europe. Turmoil was everywhere. If not Europe first, war was about to break out in Ireland. Home Rule hadn’t worked and a war of independence with England was inevitable. There had been many deaths in the fight for an independent Ireland. Emma never could understand the hatred between the Catholics and Protestants, but she knew it was there. Emma had seen people die for the cause of independence, victims of brutal battles with British soldiers. Death and war couldn’t be avoided in Derry. In the end, Emma relented and agreed to the voyage to New York.




  Emma sailed on the second day of the New Year, out of the port of Derry. She was on the Columbia with four hundred other immigrants bound for New York. She kissed, hugged, and clung to her mother before tearfully ascending the gangplank. She silently told herself that 1914 would be a year of hope and promise.




  ***




  Emma disembarked in New York full of grief over leaving her ailing mother behind, but also full of anticipation at seeing her Aunt Rose. For several weeks the city beckoned with a visual assault of new buildings, unfamiliar people, and eye-catching stores. But Aunt Rose and her Uncle Charles had five children. With Emma, there were eight mouths to feed and a barely livable tenement requiring cleaning and upkeep. Soon Emma found herself in a different garment factory on the other side of the Atlantic. The work was just as backbreaking and the days even longer than back in Ireland. For all of this, she earned less than fifteen dollars a week. New York was expensive and she would forever be sleeping on a cot in the hall. Emma cursed the day she left her mother back in the peaceful city of Derry.




  Emma received the news of her mother’s death in April. Doctor Peter had been correct about the cancer, but her mother died even sooner than expected. Emma vowed to change her life in America or return to the land she loved. She continued to work in the factory while constantly seeking a new beginning.




  In June of that year, as the heat built in the concrete landscape that was now her home, she found hope. She saw a flyer tacked to a telephone pole. The soft yellow paper and its gilded edges held the promise of glamorous enterprises and high-paying jobs for young women. The following Sunday she traveled to Brooklyn to find the address and the people promising the trip and chance of a lifetime in the “sensational city of Chicago.”




  Despite vociferous warnings from her Aunt Rose, several weeks later Emma accepted the offer of free fare on the Great Northwestern train bound for Chicago. Two days later she found herself in a garage staring at a man named Sweeney, begging to be saved.




   




   




   




  
The Knife





   




  Sweeney’s eyes met the girl’s hopeful stare. Her desperate words and her Irish accent reminded him of his cousin. He felt blood rising along his back and pulsing into his shoulders.




  “What the fuck are you staring at, Paddy?” Frankie bellowed.




  “Why don’t you just leave the girl alone?” Sweeney replied in a soft, calm voice.




  “Hey Gus, listen to the mick. He’s trying to tell us how to do our business.”




  Sweeney’s rich brown eyes remained devoid of emotion. He was tall, pushing just over six feet, but he was thin and wiry. The unwise were lulled into a sense of dominance, but Sweeney had long muscles, full of strength and endurance, from years of sweaty exertion on the farm. His years on the Levee had molded him into a menacing fighter.




  Sweeney stood and addressed Frankie. “It’s over. Time to leave the girl alone. You two can go home. I’ll stay here until Mr. Van Bever arrives.”




  Gus rushed to the defense of his partner. “Come on, Sweeney, this girl ain’t your business. Just leave and we’ll let ya know when Mo shows up with the money.” Gus seemed to sense the situation turning bad. “Christ, Sweeney, it ain’t but two blocks down to the New Brighton. I’ll bring the money down there myself.”




  Sweeney glanced at the girl, but kept his attention on his foes. The glare from his eyes bored into Frankie, “I work for Mr. Torrio and I do what he tells me. I’ll take care of the girl and I’ll take full responsibility with Mr. Van Bever. But nobody’s going to hit her again tonight.”




  Frankie began to laugh. First a chuckle, and then a loud roar emanated from his throat. “Well, then I’m looking at a dead fucking Irishman and his dead girlfriend. But first, I’m gonna fuck her silly.”




  For the first time, Sweeney moved toward the two young men. He was taller than either of the pair, but they were much thicker through the middle. Gus lunged at Sweeney while Frankie maintained a strong grip on the girl. Sweeney crushed Gus in the jaw with a roundhouse left hook. Momentarily stunned, Gus fell to the uneven concrete floor. He leapt to his feet, but backed up to look at Frankie and take stock of the events that just transpired.




  Sweeney didn’t budge. Gus, full of anger, spit out, “You’re a dead mick. Why didn’t you just leave well enough alone?”




  Sweeney watched to his right as Frankie took his hand off the girl’s shoulder. Frankie slipped the same hand into his jacket. He slowly pulled out a jet-black .38 caliber revolver. He grunted and then told Sweeney in a measured tone, “I’ll give you a couple of seconds to get the hell out of here. Then, this little girl with the pretty red hair is going to suck my dick. When she’s done with that, I think I’ll have her suck on this gun.”




  His comments evoked a quick shriek from the girl. Frankie reached across his body and gave her a punishing slap to her left jaw. Without hesitation, Sweeney jumped in between the pair. Frankie instinctively raised the gun. A deafening percussion vibrated off the walls of the small garage as Sweeney fell back. Gus and Frankie looked at each other in shock. Everyone on the Levee knew that the killing of one of Johnny Torrio’s men wouldn’t be taken lightly.




  Sweeney groaned and tried to focus his eyes. He raised himself to a sitting position. Red splotches on his left sleeve marked the course of the bullet. The shot had passed clean through the edge of the muscle encircling Sweeney’s left bicep. The bawling from the girl subsided into a pathetic whimper, like a beaten animal. The Irishman felt no pain—only anger boiling through his body.




  Sweeney rose and hurled his body full-force into the still-stunned Frankie. The two Italians’ temporary shock was quickly replaced by a primordial instinct to survive. Sweeney twisted Frankie’s right arm and slammed his thick forearm into a nearby bench in an effort to wrest the gun away. Gus came from behind Sweeney and smashed a short piece of wood into his skull. Sweeney fell back to the floor on his back. Incensed, Frankie moved away from the girl and stood over Sweeney, waving the gun in large circular motions.




  “Paddy, I would’ve let you leave. You stupid bastard … I’m gonna scatter your brains all over this stable. Then, that horse is going to shit all over your dead body. I don’t care who you think you are.” Frankie turned and looked at Gus for one last acknowledgement before sending Sweeney to his maker.




  Sweeney moved so fast that Frankie didn’t have time to refocus attention on his prey. Rolling back slightly to gain leverage, Sweeney kicked his right leg forward and furiously drove his boot into Frankie’s testicles, causing him to drop the gun. Unable to reach it, Sweeney reached down into his boot and pulled a six-inch knife from its sheath. With Frankie still doubled over in pain, Sweeney thrust the knife into him just below the rib cage. Sweeney’s first reaction was disbelief. It felt as if his whole hand had entered Frankie’s chest cavity. Sweeney continued to rise as Frankie tottered and heaved and then finally collapsed, dead from the wound to his spurting aorta.




  Sweeney had less than a second to savor the bloody victory. Gus was coming at him, swinging a small sledgehammer with full force. Reacting like a caged animal, Sweeney ducked inside the wide swinging arc of the hammer and plunged toward the underbelly of the other young Italian. With a savage turn of the knife, Sweeney killed his second man in less than a minute.




  He turned his attention to the girl. He expected her to be frozen in silence, traumatized by the events she had just witnessed. Instead she looked up at Sweeney with a slight grin and sputtered, “Death is too good for those bastards.” Speechless, he just stared. She addressed him again, “Please get me untied.” Sweeney quickly moved to her side and with Gus’ blood still fresh on the knife, he cut away her bindings. He still couldn’t muster a word.




  He let her reach out and pull the knife from his hand, subdued by what had happened. She carefully cut away a short length from the bottom of her torn dress. “I need to tend to your wounds or we’ll have another dead boy here.”




  Sweeney finally muttered meekly, “Thank you.”




  The girl moved with the care and gentleness of an angel. She wrapped the cloth twice around Sweeney’s left arm and made a tight knot. The wound gurgled and spit a small amount of blood, but it wasn’t severe. Finishing her task, she looked up at him and asked, “What are we going to do?”




  Sweeney tried to regain some composure. “I don’t know. I just don’t know.”




  The girl tapped him lightly on the back, “We have to get out of here.”




  “We do,” Sweeney said. He shook his head. His mind was beginning to clear from the rush of adrenaline. Thoughts poured in. First, he worried about the girl. He needed to get her someplace safe. Second, he needed to get rid of the bodies before anybody came to look for him or before the still-absent Van Bever showed up.




  On the Levee, a gunshot could easily be confused with a backfiring car. Besides, unless the gun was pointed at them, not many people cared. Nobody went looking for trouble. Sweeney wasn’t concerned about the sound of the gun, but the bodies were another matter.




  He studied the Model-T Ford. It was the touring model and had a deep well in the back seat. Sweeney paused to consider all the supplies he would need. The oil tarp in the corner could conceal the bodies. He found a can with extra gasoline and grabbed an iron shovel. He tossed the gun he found under the bench into the front seat. One lesson he had learned in his young life was to pay attention to each and every detail; don’t let anything come back to bite you in the ass. His life and the life of the girl depended on his knowing what to do. He knew where to dump the lifeless bodies. He’d been to the perfect place before with Roxy Vanille, an enforcer and brothel operator for Big Jim Colosimo.




  He looked at the girl, “You need to help me get the bodies in the car. Are you going to be okay?”




  “Yes,” she said in a hushed tone. “I just want to be rid of this place forever.”




  She did as directed and even helped pull the tarp over the bodies. He watched as she thought to carefully tuck the edges under the bodies to provide resistance against the wind when they started driving. She moved to the right side of the car to help pull the top in place.




  Sweeney was not an expert driver, but he had driven more and more in the past year as motor vehicles replaced the horse-drawn carriages on the city streets. Several times, he had even made deliveries to the outlying towns of Burnham and Blue Island for Johnny Torrio.




  They hurried about their work and Sweeney began to feel more at ease. “Do you have anything to take?”




  “No, those pigs threw all my things out at the train station. They said I wouldn’t need clothes where I was going.”




  “I’ll unlock the door, but you’ll need to push it open so I can drive out. Give me a second while I retard the spark and set the choke. As soon as I give it a good crank and the machine starts, open the door. Close the door and hop in the car when we’re out. If you see anyone outside, don’t talk. Do you understand?”




  “I’m not a fool. And my name is Emma. I take it they call you Sweeney.”




  Emma turned her attention to the door and implored Sweeney, “Let’s go.”




  “Just a second,” he said. Sweeney grabbed a pail and moved to the water trough near the mare. He carried several pails of the water to the area where the two men had fallen. He soaked the ground to disguise the claret stain. Then he snatched up some sawdust from the corner to cover the remainder of the blood. In a final effort to conceal the fluid, he marched over to the still-munching horse and grabbed large handfuls of hay to scatter about.




  With the details attended to, the car rumbled to a start and pulled into the alley. After closing the door to the garage, Emma jumped into the car beside Sweeney. After two turns, he pointed the Ford north on Michigan Avenue toward the abandoned pauper’s cemetery in Wilmette. He knew he would be missed in the morning—specifically his nightly deposit at the New Brighton saloon would be missed. And the car would be missed as well. But one thing probably wouldn’t be missed, the two bodies in the back of the Ford.




   




   




   




  
A New Dress





   




  The car rumbled north in the darkness as it approached midnight. Emma huddled in the seat, not caring where they were going, as long as it was away from her nightmare of the past two days. As the lights of the city became fewer and fewer, Emma looked up at the boy next to her. She didn’t think he could even be twenty. His clothes were far nicer than those of the monsters who had kidnapped her—who were now, to her relief, coiled silently in the back of the car. The boy was thin, but he could fight. His face was handsome and, despite the black shadows of the night, she could see his determined look as they continued motoring north.




  “Thank you for saving my life,” she said softly as the car slowed.




  “I didn’t save your life, I just saved you from a bad life,” he responded. He then pushed the pedals and shifted gears to pick up speed.




  “No, “you saved my life. I would have died or tried to kill those two myself. I would never have allowed them to spoil me. I would rather be dead. You saved me.”




  He didn’t respond and drove on in silence for a few more minutes. “Where are we going?” Emma asked.




  “Just a couple more miles up the road. There’s a place we can get rid of the bodies where no one will find them. Then I can get you back to Chicago.”




  “How do you know about this place? Have you killed people before?”




  Sweeney brought the car to an abrupt halt in the middle of the empty road.




  “Christ, is that what you think? I was just trying to help. I didn’t know what to do, but I didn’t want them to keep beating you and then rape you.”




  Emma tried to mutter an, “I’m sorry,” but Sweeney didn’t hear and angrily went on.




  “I’ve never done anything like this in my life. I’ve had a few fights along the line, but I’ve never hurt anyone. I only carry the damn knife because sometimes I have to carry money for my boss.”




  Emma cowered in the seat, fearful that Sweeney might turn his wrath on her. Instead, he laid his head upon the steering wheel and began to cry. She was at a loss, not having considered the impact the two dead boys might have on him. She quickly raised an arm to his shoulder in a warm caress.




  Sweeney appeared embarrassed by his outburst. He wiped his face and shifted the gears. The car began to crawl along the dark road. Sweeney spoke again. “I deal cards in a saloon. One night after a fight, a man was killed. I had to drive out here with a man named Roxy Vanille and get rid of the body.”




  “I don’t really care. Let’s just get rid of these two and—”




  “And what?”




  Emma frowned. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what. I don’t even have any place to go. I came here thinking I was going to work in a glamorous department store. The two in the back met me at the train station.”




  “I’ll help you when we get back to town.”




  Sweeney pulled off the street onto a gravel pathway between two towering mounds of solid black earth.




  “Where are we?” Emma asked.




  “Just outside of Wilmette. Up ahead is an old pauper’s cemetery they used after the Civil War. Nobody cares about it. The city is digging a huge channel to get water down to the Chicago River. This is where they put the dirt. In a few months, the whole area will be covered by some kind of new park.”




  “What about the cemetery?”




  Sweeney paused for a second and then said, “Not our problem. I just want to hide the bodies where nobody finds them. I’ll dig near where they’re dumping all the sludge and dirt from the channel.”




  ***




  After rolling the car to a stop, Sweeney set to work. He dug furiously, hidden by piles of dirt and mud on either side. The clay was sticky and heavy, but he wanted the bodies beneath the original level of the ground and at the same depth as the paupers’ graves. He could then add dirt from the large mounds of freshly dumped soil. He was wary of a grader or large dump wagon coming by in the morning, so he made a large mound of clay and sludge. While Sweeney worked, Emma collapsed into a deep slumber in the front of the car. It took Sweeney nearly four hours to satisfactorily complete his task. Before placing the bodies in the hole, Sweeney removed the money from each boy. He put their forty-one dollars in his pocket—he expected he’d need it.




  Sweeney was starting the car before Emma came awake. She looked up at him in a confused daze. “What are we doing?”




  “The sun will be up soon. I’ll find a place to get us some food. We can catch the train back to Chicago.”




  “What about the car?” Emma asked.




  “I’m going to pull over up ahead and sleep for an hour or two. Then we can worry about the car,” Sweeney responded, his voice drained by exhaustion.




  He parked the car about twenty-five feet off the road near a small stand of trees. They both dozed in uncomfortable weariness, curled in the front seat. About an hour after sunrise, the sound of a passing horse carriage startled Emma awake. She nudged Sweeney into a hazy state of half-sleep. She poked at his ribs, this time bringing him fully alert.




  “Okay, I’m awake.”




  “We need to get moving. I hear a motorcar coming over the hill. We don’t need people wondering what we’re up to over here.”




  Sweeney rubbed his eyes and admired the girl. She had been tougher than most men he’d known the night before and now, though they were both drained of energy, she was thinking ahead.




  “Yeah, let’s go. I’m starving.”




  “You’re starving? I haven’t eaten in over a day.”




  Sweeney took stock of their situation. Emma’s ragged and torn dress would need to be replaced before they went anywhere. His own clothing was dirty, but the large bloodstain from the fight was confined to his vest and jacket. He decided to immediately throw both items away. Before he could dispose of the jacket, Emma grabbed it and asked for his knife. She cut away a portion of the sleeve and then hopped out of the Ford. She walked over behind the trees to a nearby creek. When she returned, she brought along the sleeve which she had dipped into the water. She used the wet fabric to carefully clean Sweeney’s face and then instructed him to walk over to the creek himself and wash some grime from his hands and arms.




  “There, now you look presentable. Still dirty, but presentable,” she told him. “Go find us some food before I have to attack a cow in the field.”




  He drove the mile back into the heart of the little town of Wilmette and found a small diner by the name of Colbert’s. He went in and asked for two road boxes. Sweeney ordered as much as he could think of—eggs, ham, biscuits and jam. He also added a quart of milk to his order, then sat quietly and waited for his food to be prepared. He failed to notice an early edition newspaper lying nearby. If he had, he would have seen the bold headline: “July 17th Extra, Shootout on the Levee, Police Officer Dead.”




  Sweeney arrived back at the car fifteen minutes later. He and Emma attacked the breakfast with ravenous delight. They didn’t utter a word until they began to share the milk from the glass bottle. Sweeney had also bought a small cinnamon cake topped with powdered sugar. He broke off a piece for Emma and said, “In a little while, that store over there will open and I can get you a dress.”




  “What store?”




  “The one across the street,” he said pointing, “Geary’s Clothier. I walked by when I left the diner. They have ladies clothes in the window. Then we can take the train back into town.”




  “Have you ever bought a dress before?” Emma asked.




  Still exhausted from the long night, Sweeney felt a twinge of anger. “What does it matter? We just need to get back to town.”




  “Okay, I’m sorry. Don’t be mad. Just don’t get anything too bright or outlandish.”




  Later, as he entered the store, Sweeney realized Emma was right. When a lady approached and asked what size dress he needed, he was dumbfounded. Eventually, after a series of descriptions, pointing at other women and exhibiting general helplessness, the clerk helped him find a couple of dresses. Sweeney noticed the dresses were three dollars each. He had no idea if that was a good price or not. He added a nice cloth bag for a dollar. He was certain Emma could use the bag to carry the extra dress and anything else she might need. Glancing down at his filthy shirt, he walked over to a stack of men’s clothing and picked up a new one. He also spent a quarter on a narrow white roll of cloth so Emma could fix the bandage on his arm. Sweeney paid for his purchases and hurried outside.




  ***




  They found a secluded alley on the edge of town and pulled in between two storage shacks. While Sweeney walked away, Emma changed into one of the new dresses. She was surprised. The style was simple, yet fashionable, and it fit quite nicely. Sweeney appeared quite proud of his choice as Emma emerged from behind the trees. “You look very nice,” he said.




  “Thank you, but, I’m still filthy.”




  “That’s okay. At least now we can both go back into Wilmette.” He handed Emma ten dollars. “Here, when we get back to the stores, you can buy a few things. Save the rest for the train.”




  “Where are you going to go?” Emma was suddenly concerned at being left alone.




  “I still have to get rid of the car. We can’t be seen with it anywhere near Chicago. I’ll drop you off near the train station. I’m going to drive three or four miles out of town and abandon the car. I brought some extra gas, so I might even burn it.”




  Emma looked directly at Sweeney, holding his eyes, and protested. “What if you don’t come back?”




  “It should take about an hour. Look around town while you wait.” Sweeney looked back towards Wilmette and chuckled, “That should only take about ten minutes. I’ll meet you at the train platform.”




  Emma followed Sweeney’s instructions. She bought a few items she’d need. She returned to the diner and this time went inside. She ordered coffee and used the restroom to clean her face and use a new brush on her hair. It was nearly an hour and a half before Sweeney returned, but he marveled at her new appearance.




  “Are you sure you want to travel with a dirty bum like me?” he said.




  “I don’t know where we’re going, but the next train is in ten minutes,” she told him.




  With that, they boarded a train for the short ride back into Chicago.




  A worried look crossed Sweeney’s face. “Is there a problem?” Emma said.




  “Too many to think about right now. What am I going to do with you? What am I going to tell my boss about the money from the numbers? What if Van Bever asks me about his car?”




  Emma was about to tell him not to worry. Instead, she nudged him and pointed over at a passenger across from her. The headline on the newspaper in his hand boldly proclaimed: “More Slaughter on the Levee.”




   




   




   




  
Sergeant Birns





   




  Since his arrival a few years ago, Sweeney noticed Chicago was really two cities. He decided they should stay on the Northside for now. They departed the train line on Division Street. Sweeney told Emma he wanted to get a paper and read the story about the Levee. They settled into a small restaurant for an early lunch.




  For the first time since last evening, Sweeney paid little attention to Emma. He told her to order him something to eat and he was instantly immersed in the Tribune. Sweeney speculated that this could either be the luckiest day of his life or perhaps the worst. Over the past two years, Mayor Carter Harrison and the Morals Division had made many efforts to close the wide variety of saloons, brothels and dives along the Levee. Sweeney paid little attention to the efforts of the mayor or the police. He only noticed that the worst of the whorehouses had closed. His place of employment, the New Brighton, closed from time to time. The owners merely polished its surroundings, made some well-placed bribes, and reopened. The activities of the gambling hall and the upstairs brothel continued unabated. They also put in a system of warning signals in the event a non-bribed police officer was patrolling the area. But last night, an event occurred that Sweeney figured might close the New Brighton Resort and the Levee forever.




  Sergeant Stanley Birns had been gunned down in the pursuit of criminals on the Levee. His partner, Detective John Sloop, was also shot and he was transported to the hospital. The suspected shooter was listed as none other than Roxy Vanille. Among the men the police were looking for to question were Johnny Turie—a misprint for Torrio—Jim Colosimo, and Maurice Van Bever. Astonished by the story, Sweeney didn’t even notice when the waitress delivered his turkey sandwich and potatoes to the table. He was suddenly overcome by an urgent need to return to the Levee and find out more. Emma sat in front of him quietly eating her meal—only her second in over a day.




  When Sweeney finally glanced upward, Emma said, “What does it say that’s so important?”




  Sweeney leaned over and quietly whispered, “Well for starters, the man who had you kidnapped, Van Bever, is wanted by the police. A police sergeant was killed last night. That was all the commotion we were hearing.”




  “Well, good. I hope the police find him and hang him before the day ends.”




  Sweeney was momentarily surprised at Emma’s venomous response. He slowly nodded his head and said in a still quiet tone. “That’s not all. The man who runs the saloon where I work is also wanted by the police for questioning. And the boss of bosses, Jim Colosimo, is also going to have to talk to the police.”




  “What does that mean for you?”




  Sweeney had to think about that for a moment. “Well, I suppose I need to get back to the New Brighton and find out. Van Bever is probably on the run and that’s for the best. But I certainly don’t want to show up missing with this mess going on. I need to go back to my job until the confusion dies down.”




  He glanced at a clock on the wall; nearly half past noon. He had long ago forgotten about his original plans for the day and the baseball tickets in his pocket.




  “I know someone who doesn’t live far from here. He can help us find a nice place for you to stay until everything gets sorted out,” Sweeney told Emma.




  “I only want to get back home to Ireland as quick as I can,” she shot back.




  “First things first. Let’s find you a place to stay for a few days until you work things out.”




  After a five-block walk, the pair found themselves standing in front of a red brick house on Cleveland Avenue. Sweeney cautioned Emma, “He may not be here, but this is where a friend of mine from back home lives. I worked with him for a few weeks at the Liberty Inn when I first got to Chicago, but I didn’t like the work. I’ve only seen him two or three times since then. He’s not a bad guy, but he has been in trouble with the police before, just so you know.”




  Emma sighed and said, “After the day we’ve had, I promise not to be surprised.”




  While Emma waited below, Sweeney ascended the five steps to the front door and banged hard. The door opened and Emma looked up to see a chubby boy with sandy hair combed back. He was about the same age as Sweeney and greeted him with a hearty shout. “Henna, what’re you doing here?”




  “Dean! How are you?” roared back a suddenly rejuvenated Sweeney. “I could use some help if you have a moment.”




  Dean, without hesitation, pulled Sweeney close and whispered, “Got the lass pregnant did ya, Henna?”




  “No, it’s nothing like that. But she needs a place to stay and maybe a job. She’s new to town and lost most of what she had.”




  With a robust thunder, Dean said, “Young lady, we’re being rude up here, talking about you the way we are. Come on up on the porch and have a seat.”




  Emma ascended the steps and Sweeney made the introductions. “This is my friend Dean. We grew up together back home in Maroa when we both wore knickers and his mom called him Brinigan. He knows this part of town real well.”




  Dean was enthusiastic. “Well, if you’re looking for a place, I know one. It’s nice, but the board is on the high side,” he explained. “It’s on the third floor, though. You look like a strong girl; you shouldn’t mind. There’s a bed and some nice furnishings. The place is over on Walton Street. As for a job, I know a man named Bill Schofield on State Street. He runs a flower shop. Stop by tomorrow and ask for a lady named Caroline. She might be able to help, but no promises.”




  “Been staying out of trouble, Brinigan?” Sweeney asked.




  “It keeps finding me. How about you, Henna?”




  “It seems to be finding me, too.” Sweeney then unbuttoned the top of his shirt and showed Dean the wound to his left arm. “Do you know somebody who could take a look at this and not ask me too much about it?”




  Dean leaned against the porch railing and laughed out loud. “Our little angel from back home went and got himself shot. Or tell me, is that little thing a bug bite? Go over and give Maloney on the corner of LaSalle and Oak three dollars. He’ll fix that scratch right up. Looks like you’re lucky though. A couple of inches over and your bone would be gone. Like my damn leg.”




  “Thanks, Dean. I promise to stop by again next week. Let me go get her settled into a room. Then I have to get back to the Levee. Lots of trouble there.”




  “That’s what you get for hanging out with all the dagos, my Irish friend,” added Dean.




  As they were walking away in search of the boarding room, Emma said, “What was the matter with his leg, and why did he keep calling you Henna?”




  Every time Emma looked at him with her imploring green eyes, Sweeney could tell he was growing attracted to her. Their shared experience of the last day would drive any two people together. But his feelings were like those he hadn’t felt with a girl since he was growing up in Maroa. For the first time, he perceived that things might work out for both of them.




  He stopped and turned to her. “Dean’s leg is a long story. But Henna. … When I was growing up, my older cousin Lauryn always mispronounced my name. She said Henna all the time.”




  “What’s your real name?”




  “It’s Henry, but as we got older, the Henna just sort of stuck back home. Nobody in Chicago would even know that name. They all just call me Sweeney.”




  “I like it,” said Emma, with an endearing grin. “It’s a nice story and a nice name. Henna— that’s the name I’m going to call you.”




  Sweeney and Emma found the boarding house on Walton Street, not far from State Street. It was a newer building on a nice block. The landlady showed them both the third-floor room. She appraised Sweeney and made a minor complaint about his dirty appearance. As they wound back down the stairs, she reminded Emma continually that there were no men allowed. The rent was a pricey nine dollars per week—nearly double what Sweeney was paying for his cramped dirty room in the Levee. Sweeney had about thirty-five dollars of his own, before removing the money from Gus and Frankie’s pockets that morning. All the money was disappearing quickly, and despite Emma’s objections, Sweeney paid for one month of rent in advance. Emma tried to offer additional arguments over the cost of the room, but Sweeney waved them off. She would need a place to stay until she found a job and arranged to return home.




  They stood alongside the building, not wanting to leave each other, but both he and Emma were in need of a long rest. Sweeney looked at the building as the shadows of the day began to grow. Four stories of neat brick were outlined with large cream-trimmed windows. There was even a small courtyard to the back with two trees and a patch of neatly kept grass. He was happy for Emma; he was happy for his good deed. Just in case he failed to return, he handed Emma an additional five dollars.




  He smiled at her. “Tomorrow, I’ll be back and we can find this Schofield’s place. But, right now, I have to get back to the New Brighton and see what’s going on.”




  At first, Emma told him that she didn’t want him to leave, but then she added, “Henna, make sure you come by tomorrow. I want to know you’re going to be okay.” Tears began to well in her eyes. “I have to thank you again for saving me.”




  Sweeney didn’t know what to say or do. He took a few slow steps back and waved, “Don’t worry, I’ll see you tomorrow.”




  Sweeney made a quick stop at the address where Dean had told him he could find Maloney. To Sweeney’s relief, the man appeared to be a real doctor, though he reeked of whiskey. He gave Sweeney some extra bandages and directed him to change the dressing every day. Sweeney then raced down Clark Street and turned onto Chicago Avenue in search of the trolley. Within thirty minutes he was back to the New Brighton Saloon and Brothel, and the dismal surroundings of the Levee. He explained to the barkeeper, Anton, that Mr. Van Bever had never shown up last night, and therefore no money to hand over. Anton looked at Sweeney in disbelief and told him, “Yeah, I don’t think we’ll be seeing Mr. Torrio or Mo for a while. Everybody left town last night.”




  Sweeney didn’t want to stay and talk. But he had a question for Anton. “Do I need to work tomorrow?”




  “Suit yourself,” Anton said. “The police are shutting down everybody on the Levee until they find out who killed that detective. Probably won’t be any cards to deal until next week anyway. Look at this place—only a few hardcore drunks in here. The whores ain’t even working.”




  Sweeney was off. His dirty building and equally filthy shared bathroom would be a welcome relief after the last twenty-four hours. He was sound asleep by nine o’clock, the earliest he had gone to bed since his days on the farm. His last thought before drifting off was of Emma and her emerald eyes.




  




   




   




   




  
The Flickers





   




  A brilliant July sun shone through the dusty blanket serving as Sweeney’s curtain in his room. He awoke with a stomach full of butterflies, but his heart was full of jubilation. He stayed in bed for a moment to count his blessings. He had survived a gunshot wound by only a foot. Van Bever had left town to hide from the police. The bodies of Frankie and Gus were well hidden. And best of all, he could spend the day with Emma. He thought for a moment and realized it was Saturday. He went down the hall to shower and shave. Then he dressed in his finest trousers and shirt. Downstairs, he cheerfully left an extra ten cents for the girl who brought out his eggs and bread. Within a minute, he had devoured everything on the plate. He couldn’t wait to catch the trolley to the Northside and see Emma.




  ***




  Sweeney arrived at the boarding house just after eleven, and he found Emma waiting in the front parlor. She was freshly scrubbed, with her brilliant reddish-auburn hair neatly brushed. She had on the second dress he’d purchased the day before. She looked different. A new softness and purity surrounded her. She was so young, something Sweeney hadn’t noticed during the previous day’s madness. She threw her arms around his neck when he arrived, and as they stepped outside, the sun lit up her hair in a brilliant display of red as it cascaded down to her shoulders.




  “I was afraid you might not come back. I hope you don’t mind, but I went out early and bought a few necessities.” beamed Emma. “I was worried you might arrive before I came back, but I left Mrs. McCandles, the landlady, a note.”




  “I guess I slept a little late. But I usually work late. Did you eat anything?”




  “Yes, Mrs. McCandles puts out biscuits, fruit and coffee in the morning. It was fifteen cents, but I didn’t have to go out. If you haven’t eaten, I’ll sit with you.”




  Instead of answering, Sweeney looked down and asked Emma, “How old are you?”




  “I turned seventeen in May. Why?”




  “Just curious,” said Sweeney. “Let’s go see about that job on State Street and we can eat some lunch later.”




  The July midday sun was heating up the city into what promised to be a hot day with temperatures in the eighties. Sweeney had never walked the streets of Chicago with a lady by his side. Certainly he had never been seen with a girl so attractive as Emma. His stride took on an air of pride and meaning as they meandered past shops.




  They soon arrived at the floral shop on State Street. A large green and white awning protruded nearly to the street. Sweeney tried to direct Emma into the store, but she was having none of it. “What is the name of that church across the street?”




  “That’s the Holy Name Cathedral,” Sweeney told her.




  “It’s such a beautiful church. Back home in Derry, we have a church called the Long Tower. People came from all over the Isle to see it. Have you even been in that church?”




  “Yeah, once or twice. I don’t go to Mass regular… because of my job.” Sweeney paused, then added hastily, “But, I go to church. We can go the service in the morning if you like.”
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