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PROLOGUE


I hadn’t anticipated being shot. These guys were art thieves, not the Purple Gang. But as the lead sizzled, slamming into the wall behind us, I changed my mind. I looked over at L.C., who had hunkered down behind a two-tier stack of wooden crates, and the scowl on his face told me that he was about to do something and I would have to back his move.


We had tracked down the entire stash in the warehouse near the river, had carefully circled the place to make sure we knew how many exits and windows might be in play before going inside. We had duckwalked, separating as we moved, with L.C. veering off to the left while I angled to the right.


The place smelled like a pile of mildewed newspapers in a Michigan basement. There were scores of crates stacked in rows, leaving only enough room for yellow Yale hand carts to haul them through a huge overhead door onto a loading dock. Most of the boxes were marked as “engineering equipment” for construction jobs, but somewhere in the mix was a crate containing rare paintings lifted from the Detroit Institute of Art. The caper had been kept on the QT but the cops were no further ahead in the case than they were on day one.


L.C. Patterson had heard of the heist through back channels. His pool hall in Black Bottom which he used as a front for his other, more lucrative activities—smuggling firearms and munitions of all kinds, his forte. It wasn’t surprising, he told me, that he was contacted by the gang about getting the crate of stolen art work out of the city to a buyer in Miami. L.C.’s network was well-oiled and he’d have succeeded in getting the stuff out, plus he would have been well paid.


“Why would I want to do that, huh?” he asked after I had reached out to him when the DIA asked for my help.


“I’ve got my business to run, and one more shipment wouldn’t be a bother, especially for the kind of money they talked,” he continued. “But you know me, Jack, I love the arts. I wouldn’t mind having one of those masterpieces up in my pad. I have a soft spot for the museum where everyone from Black Bottom can go in and see all of the major artists on display. It’s one of the few things our people can do, especially on public days when there isn’t a charge to get in. I hate these fuckers who want to take that away from the people.”


With that declaration, he was on my two-man team, working for a percentage of the recovery fee, of course. I didn’t mind having to share the payday because I ran a few figures on paper and the fee could be substantial. Besides, if there was one guy you wanted at your back it was Leroy Chauncey Patterson.


L.C. was a tough guy even without a gun in his hand. An amateur middleweight boxing champ as a kid, he wanted to join the Marines when the war broke out in Europe, but there was no way a black man could get in, one of the few things I hated about the Corps. Instead, he headed overseas to Paris, hooking up with the French Foreign Legion, fighting with them for the rest of the war including some pretty dicey attacks around Verdun.


“Ssssst,” he hissed at me, pointing to an overhead hook and rail. He smiled and held up a half-dollar, flipping it in the air and catching it.


“Heads,” I mouthed my call.


He opened his hand and grinned. “Tails,” he wheezed. He removed his belt and jumped onto one of the boxes, slinging the belt onto the hook and pushed off. He clutched the belt with one hand and his forty-five automatic with the other as the hook glided on the rail across the room headed for the gunmen hiding there.


“Come and get me you sonsabitches,” he yelled as his gun exploded, blasting one of the thieves backward and into the netherworld. I rose up with my thirty-eight and opened fire in the direction of at least two gang members I’d seen hiding to L.C.’s left. One of them, a skeletal-buck-toothed mug, stood up ready to fire but was met with my first volley, hitting him squarely in the chest. He shuddered, cringing in pain and toppled backwards out of sight.


L.C. raised his legs up and let the momentum carry him almost to the end of the rail before he let go and dropped down within a foot of two men who were in the sudden throes of death as his bullets ripped through their skulls. Another thug stumbled and fell trying to get away, scrambling on his ass backwards like a terrified crawdad. He backtracked a few feet in the open where I had a clear view of him and I didn’t miss. The bullets hit him in the left side, toppling him over onto his right. He didn’t move again.


I swung out from behind cover and ran to the left, crisscrossing behind L.C. where one more of the gang had scrambled. I fired low and the bullets bounced up off the cement floor taking him in the back of his right knee, blood spewing onto the crates. He spun around as he fell, firing in my direction, but the bullets were wild, hitting the wall and ceiling.


“I give up,” he screamed, throwing his gun along the cement floor in my direction. “Don’t shoot no more.” He raised his hands as he continued to stay down on his side, blood bubbling out of what was left of his kneecap.


“Where’s the crate with the paintings?” I demanded as I ran up to him, my Colt aimed at his face.


He stared at me and I could tell he was drifting in and out with the pain. I upped the ante by kicking the bottom of his foot, sending a solid jolt up into his shattered knee. He howled in pain like an animal caught in a leg trap.


“You don’t want to know what happens next, asshole,” I barked at him, reminding myself of an old drill sergeant I used to loathe. “Where’s the crate?”


Snot dribbled onto his lip as he struggled with his tears. He pointed in the general direction of the overhead door. “It’s the one on the bottom of the stack near the door,” he croaked. “It’s marked ‘Diagrams’.”


L.C. was already on it, shoving the top box off with a thunderous crash that echoed in the room. “Let’s see what we’ve got here.”


He looked around and found a crowbar leaning against the wall and put it to work. The lid came off in three cranks. I grabbed the sniveling thief, dragging him by the collar across the room to the crate.


“Does that look like all of it?” I asked L.C. before I got to see inside.


He nodded. “The whole shebang. Money, money, money.”


The crate contained all eighteen paintings carefully rolled into metal tubes with plug-style caps, wrapped in thick packing paper. L.C. popped open the top tube and carefully tapped out the canvas a few inches and peered inside. “FDR may have the New Deal, but we have the real deal right here.” He replaced the tube and snatched up another with the same result.


“You know this crate’s worth about one million dollars, which means our take is ten percent,” I grinned. “Fifty Gs for you and fifty for me. Not bad for a week’s work, wouldn’t you say?”


L.C.’s grin widened and he shuffled his feet in a little boxer’s two-step.


“Nice footwork champ, but you ain’t no Bojangles Robinson,” I pointed out.


“Our friend here is going to be quite a star, don’t you think?” I added, tugging on the guy’s collar. “He’s going to talk to the cops and give up the rest of the gang, the ones at the other end of the line in Miami.”


“I ain’t snitchin’,” he shouted. “I ain’t no rat.”


“Sure,” I growled at him. “You hold out and take the fall for the whole thing, smart guy. You’ll be kissing strangers goodnight in Jackson Prison while your pals are strolling on the beach in Florida thinking up a new score.”


I didn’t really give a shit if the guy talked or not. He was a dead man walking anyway since his pals would have him iced on the inside because he knew too much. That was a problem for the county prosecutor to resolve. As for L.C. and me, success was worth celebrating.




ONE


The last time I saw Edsel Ford face-to-face was in a Windsor, Ontario diner where we conspired to catch a killer.


Now, out of the blue six years later, his voice was on the line at eight o’clock in the morning, a soft voice with an undertone of anger or fear, take your pick. My head throbbed like the inside of a base drum, the residuals of celebrating the promise of a big payday. Having discovered the stolen art treasure, the recovery fee would make life much easier once the insurance company cut the check.


“This doesn’t have anything to do with an art collection, does it, Mister Ford?” I mumbled as I struggled to clear the cobweb that engulfed my brain.


“I am aware of that case you solved, Mister Raines, and congratulations, but this is a much more serious, and extremely sensitive, matter,” Ford somberly declared. “I’m afraid I have made a terrible miscalculation. I can’t get into it on the phone, so I’ve taken the liberty of sending a car around for you. Discretion is imperative, Mister Raines. Please meet me but say nothing to anyone about it. I think everything will be self-evident once you hear what I have to say.”


He didn’t wait for my affirmative response nor was I thrilled with having to hustle out of bed this early on the whim of automotive royalty. “Just so long as Harry Bennett isn’t involved…” I groaned, admitting to myself that it was the best offhand quip I could conger. His answer sold me on agreeing to the meet.


“I can’t rule anything out,” he said and the phone went silent.


I sat on the edge of the bed, phone still at my ear, my mind now in overdrive wondering what the hell the president of Ford Motor Company was trying to tell me. Why send a car for me when I easily could drive myself to any meeting.


Everything will be self-evident…


Forty-five minutes later I was watching the city zoom by as the Lincoln limo weaved through the morning rush-hour traffic. It was evident the tallest of the buildings weren’t new any longer; those skyscrapers born in the Twenties had lost their freshness, or maybe the Depression had robbed them of their importance. Seeing them age meant I was getting older, too. When I looked in the mirror, I expected to see a nineteen-year-old Marine staring back, but instead there was a thirty-eight-year-old mug with creases and scars, a few gray hairs at the temple, and ancient eyes reflecting the pain I’d seen—and some I had caused—over the years.


I wondered what happened to that little kid in his comfortable Corktown neighborhood, running with a crowd of other Irish kids seemingly without any cares. I hadn’t gone very far from there, actually, since I still had an office and apartment nearby. I once had figured twenty years out of the Marines would find me celebrating a twentieth wedding anniversary, watching my first-born graduate from high school, and having a mortgage-burning party. I’d be an engineer transforming the world into a better place than the one which had torn itself to pieces.


As the limo swung onto Woodward, I tapped on the sliding glass barrier separating me from the driver, which he opened enough for conversation.


“Where are we headed?” I inquired, looking him in the eye by way of the interior mirror. His face crinkled a bit in a professional smile.


“It’s not that far, sir, but I’ve been instructed not to say anything in advance for security reasons. It will be made clear to you.” He slid the glass back in place and I settled back in the seat, returning my gaze out the window.


Everything will be self-evident…


When it was apparent that we weren’t heading toward Ford World Headquarters in Dearborn, I guessed we’d be meeting at his lakefront mansion, but the further north we rode along Woodward, it was obvious that wasn’t our destination either. I instinctively tapped the front of my suit coat, feeling the butt of the Colt thirty-eight in my shoulder holster, not that I suspected it would be needed, but one never could be too confident.


The heat wave that had gripped the Midwest for weeks was working again with the sun unhindered by clouds causing the temperature to broil inside the car. I cranked down the window and leaned back again, letting the gush of air strike me in the face.


“We’re almost there, sir,” the driver reported as he slid open the glass divider. “I am instructed to give you this to carry with you when you alight.” He picked up a leather bag from the seat next to him and hoisted it over his shoulder to me. “There’s nothing inside so you needn’t open it, sir,” he added and closed the divider.


I took the bag, an expensive version of a common gym bag we all had as kids. It was supposed to be a prop of some sort, but to what end? The limo slowed and I could see we were approaching Six Mile Road, and our destination became a bit clearer as I looked out the side window again. Instead of buildings or houses there were acres of green lawns and huge trees—the Detroit Golf Club. Now the questions remained: why the secrecy, and why me?


I marched through the front entrance of the clubhouse, leather bag dutifully in hand, as if I belonged, but clearly judging from the looks of the staff milling around the lobby, I was not member material. Surprisingly, I wasn’t crushed by their stares as I clattered along the tiled floor and onto a richly carpeted reception desk where a man, possibly the manager in his pressed black suit, eyed me suspiciously as he would a stray mutt wandering in from the street.


“May I help you, sir?” he sniffed. He was lanky, but his tailored suit fit him perfectly.


“I’m with the Ford party,” I sniffed back.


His countenance changed abruptly as if I pinched his scrotum. “This way, sir,” he offered, although his sniffing voice hadn’t modulated.


I walked a few paces behind him but examined the surroundings. I was not a golfer, nor even a fan of the game, and I certainly wasn’t in the class to partake of the country club amenities, although with my potential insurance check in the offing, I certainly could afford to join the club.


I was ushered into a long, narrow dining room, the kind people like the Fords reserve for their private gatherings. Edsel Ford was seated at a table at the end of the dining hall and my greeter walked a few steps with me before retreating to let me continue that long mile alone. Standing behind Ford were two men with broad shoulders and no necks.


“You had twins since we last met,” I called to him, pointing to his bodyguards, who unflinchingly monitored me as I approached. Ford smiled without humor and waved the men away. They paraded out, their eyes never straying from me. I didn’t look but I was betting they backed out of the room, their hands ready to pull their guns if I even suggested a wrong move.


“I thank you for agreeing to help,” Ford announced, waving me to sit down across from him. “I’ve been beside myself since I got a very troubling call this morning.”


A waiter appeared through a side kitchen door and poured coffee, leaving a pot atop a candle warmer. I was thankful for the coffee, even if it was warmed over. I swallowed about half of the cup before I looked up at him. “What’s the problem, Mister Ford?” I studied him as he arranged some papers in front of him. He looked much the same as when I saw him six years earlier, although his brownish hair had continued to thin with some gray creeping along the sideburns, and he sported crow’s feet fanning out from each eye as he squinted at the papers. He adjusted his cream-colored suit jacket, offering a weak smile. I got that same feeling in my stomach I had as a kid each Sunday when the priest began his sermon.


“It started a month ago when I received a call from an employee. It was early in the morning, just about eight. This employee, named Lesparance, a second-shift foreman in the Rouge plant, sounded to be practically in tears. Someone, he said, had taken his son—kidnapped him right off the street corner at about six o’clock. The son was a newspaper boy, delivering the morning Free Press. He never even opened his bundles that were dropped on the corner for him. The father received a phone call a short time later and was told that the boy would not be harmed if he followed instructions.”


“Which were?” I asked, finishing my cup and pouring another.


“He was to call me at my home and given the number of my private line.”


“What did he say?”


Ford sighed and leaned back in his chair. “He said I was to get ten thousand dollars, put it in a leather bag, much like the one you carried in here. I was to deliver the bag to him and he would receive further instructions. If anything went wrong, the boy’s throat would be cut and he would be dumped in the Detroit River.”


“So, you agreed to get the money without notifying anyone else?”


He nodded. “I put the cash together personally and took it to where my employee told me to meet him. I handed off the bag to him, and ordered him to call me when it was over, no matter the outcome. He told me the kidnappers were adamant about carrying out the threat if the police were called, plus they would come after him and the rest of the family, kill them all, and burn down their house.”


“I don’t remember seeing a story in the papers about a boy being kidnapped, so I assume you did as they said?”


“You’re right. I let it play out, and fortunately, the boy was sent home, dropped off a few blocks away, and he ran to his house. He wasn’t hurt, but he was pretty shaken over the ordeal.”


“Afterward, you still didn’t contact the authorities?”


He sighed again. “How could I? It was obvious the people who did this knew where the boy lived so it wouldn’t take much for them to come back and silence him if it became necessary, maybe the whole family.”


I thought about it, sipping my coffee. I lit a cigarette and thought some more.


“You have to forgive me, Mister Ford, but I’ve been at this a long time and I think I know a little about human nature. You don’t look like the stupid man you just described to me.” I let that soak in, studying him as he blinked, angrily thrusting his body forward. Obviously no one talked to him that way, with the exception of his father.


“What’s the meaning of this?” he demanded, slapping his hand on the table. “I didn’t call you here for you to insult me.”


“Who do you call for that?” I felt like asking, but held my tongue. I just shook my head slowly. “It’s just an observation, Mister Ford. I cannot conceive of a situation where, without proof positive, you would turn over thousands of dollars to a plant worker who claimed his son was kidnapped. Didn’t it occur to you that this was just a scam?”


He gritted his teeth. “Yes, of course it did.”


“So, it seems you must have said a bit more to this man, or checked him out before you handed him the money. I’d have thought you would call in your father’s stooge, Harry Bennett and his security goon squad to handle a case this serious, even if you didn’t inform the authorities.


“Bennett is a pig and you know it,” he snapped. “I don’t trust…”


I smiled in agreement. “You and I both don’t trust him, Mister Ford. By not relying on Bennett you showed good judgment, although you should have called me right away. It’s been a month, you say, and the trail is pretty cold. So, what more did you tell Mister Lesparance to make sure this was on the up-and-up?”


“Basically, I threatened him with Bennett,” he answered, a bit of his confidence showing. “Everyone who works for Ford knows about Bennett and his spies who have saturated the plants, ratting out their fellow workers for any company violations.”


I pointed a finger at him. “Not to mention a small army he can muster whenever he needs gunmen. Don’t forget the massacre at the Rouge Plant back in ‘32, or even that embarrassing Overpass beating of the union men last year.”


He bobbed his head in agreement. “So by telling Mister Lesparance that if he was making up the story, Bennett would pay him a call, he knew what that meant for him and his family. I also told him I wanted to see a family picture with the boy in it when I dropped off the money to him. He agreed and he did show me the photo. He gave it to me, actually, and I’ve included it in the package I’ll give you. I also told him I wanted to talk to the lad once this was over.”


Ford leaned forward, putting his arms on the table. “This incident was cleared up rather quickly once the money was exchanged. They got the money and the boy was released unharmed. It also is obvious why the kidnappers took the boy of a Ford worker. There has been a rash of kidnappings around the country, especially in the last year or so, but they must realize they can’t get to my own children who are always heavily guarded, as is my home. They always have bodyguards with them no matter where or when they leave. If they are at boarding school, like my oldest son Henry, there is someone with him there. That’s Harry Bennett’s doing and his men do a good job, for that matter. However, I did not dare let him in on this because I know what his reaction would be; he’d have every one of his goons on the street beating the crap out of people to get answers and, in the meantime, the kidnappers would find out and there would be hell to pay. I don’t want a dead child on my conscience.”


I could tell he was sincere in that sentiment, although I wondered if that would have been his father’s reaction if he had known. “So when it was over, as you say, you did talk to the boy?”


“Yes, I had Mister Lesparance put the son on the phone. He said two men in a car stopped him about a block from his newspaper drop and forced him into the car. He said it was a black thirty-two Ford, four-door. The men wore Halloween masks, dark clothes and gloves. One held him down in the back seat while the other drove. They put him in a garage of some kind, his eyes blindfolded, his hands tied. He said he could see a little since the blindfold wasn’t tied tight. Then he was taken into a house or apartment where a woman with a nice voice and soft hands gave him water and fed him. When he had to go to the bathroom, he said, one of the men would take him. He wasn’t abused any other way and they said they were sorry when they let him go.”


I stared at Ford. “That’s not the only reason you didn’t say anything to Bennett. You don’t trust him, and you can’t rule out that he has a hand in this, or one of his people went rogue. In any event, you seem to be the target. Since these kidnappers were successful with you there’s no reason they can’t set their sights on other of the city’s royalty, if you’ll pardon my observation.”


His eyes darted away and then back at me. “You are good, Mister Raines. You are correct in that I do not trust Bennett. I actually have gone around him and hired several people on my own, such as the twins, as you call them. There are several others who keep an eye on my property and on Bennett’s men around my home.” He paused. “I sincerely believed I could handle this myself.”


“Sometimes we have to admit when we need help,” I offered. “I am confused as to why all this secrecy with me today? I can take the information from you and begin investigating who was behind…”


“Because, it has happened again,” he interrupted loudly. “Another kidnapping!”


I was silent for a moment. It amazes me how the corporate mind works. He went all the way through the first kidnapping before telling me about a second, when obviously the second one needed immediate attention.


“The same kid?” I asked.


He shook his head slowly. “No, this one is the daughter of a supervisor, also at the Rouge plant. This girl is even younger than the boy. He was twelve and this girl is six. It’s the same scenario, however. The father of the girl called me. His name is Stan Satkowiak and he said he had just dropped her off at a Bible school at St. Albertus church. He walked her the two blocks from their house, but let her go on her own from the front sidewalk to the front door of the church. He turned around and walked away. Shortly after he got home he received a phone call from the kidnapper who said he had the girl. The instructions were virtually the same as the other case, except this time they demanded twenty thousand. I was told to give the money to the father at three this afternoon but I said I would not do it in person but would send a trusted assistant.”


“No police, I take it?”


“No, but here’s where you come in. I want you to take the money to the father and use your instincts to look for clues as to who is behind this horrible enterprise. You can see where this could lead if they keep snatching children of our workers. The parents aren’t going to be silent forever and once the shock wears off they are going to want justice. They are going to talk, and pretty soon it will be feeding time for news reporters.”


“Can’t blame the parents,” I countered. “They are the ones going through the emotional hell meant for you, but because you are rich you can protect your kids while these people, whose work made you rich, can’t protect their own kids.”


“I’m aware of that sentiment,” he agreed. “This is why I called you in. You know what my father would say if he knew I had paid out fifty or one hundred thousand dollars to kidnappers who abducted factory workers’ kids?”


“Oh, I can guess,” I answered. “We are going to have to play catch-up. I’ve only got a few hours before I have to drop off the money. Where am I to meet this parent?”


“He said he would be at Briggs Stadium, near the corner of Michigan and Trumbull at three o’clock sharp. There will be lots of people milling around and the Tiger game will be winding down. I pressed him to see if he had any more information and all he’d say is he was told to go to the player parking entrance and talk to the attendant. Presumably he’ll have instructions for him for handing off the money.”


He leaned down and picked up a leather bag identical to the one I brought into the club. “You take this one with you instead of the other one. It’s got the cash in it, along with a file containing all the information about the boy who was abducted and now the girl. You know, with all of the kidnappings going on around the country, at least we have had a good outcome with the first one and hopefully the little girl will be brought back home safely.”


I didn’t point out to him that the only reason we know there have been a lot of kidnappings is because they were reported to police when they occurred and most resulted in the capture of the kidnappers. There were a few, however, with tragic outcomes.


“I’ll keep you informed,” I told him.


He pointed to the bag. “My personal phone number is in the file, too, along with an envelope with your retainer. My driver will take you back home or anywhere else you want to go.”




TWO


Sid’s Place was dim inside, as a good club should be, but walking in from the bright sunlight was like entering a cave without a torch. I was able to take a few confident steps because I was a regular, recognizing a few red, green, and yellow lights dangling above the bar reminiscent of a Chinese garden. Sid saw me before I could tell where he stood.


“Jonathan, my boy!” he called, guiding me with his voice to the far end of the bar. As my eyes adjusted, I shuffled slowly along the edge of the barstools, planting myself on the last one. Finally I made out his face on the opposite side of the bar. “It’s always great to see you,” he bubbled.


Sid Engel had generated a small fortune operating a roadhouse out on US-12 west of Dearborn throughout Prohibition, mixing precariously with the notorious killing machine known as The Purple Gang and the new Italian mob that didn’t really have a name, although cops called it The Outfit. After fifteen years, mostly outside the law, Sid knew that once Prohibition was repealed people wouldn’t want to drive out so far from the city for their entertainment even though Sid brought in some of the biggest bands touring the country from Chicago and the East Coast. So, Sid moved his whole operation from the country to downtown Detroit, almost without skipping a day of business.


Sid’s Place on Woodward across the square from the opulent Book-Cadillac Hotel, had become one of the “in” places to be for nightclubbers, but on a Wednesday afternoon, the place was quiet, just right for me to take a gander at Edsel Ford’s file.


There were a few patrons, several couples at tables and one unhappy looking sap sitting at the bar near the front door, huddling over his glass of something strong and a beer chaser.


“Are you coming in for the big event tonight?” Sid beamed, shoving a two-finger shot of Canadian Club my way. I downed it in one burning swallow and pointed for a beer which he was quick to supply.


“What event is that, Sid?” I asked, flopping the file down on the bar. I left the bag of money in the trunk of my Ford, hoping it would be safer there than toting it around with me for hours.


“The fight, dear boy,” Sid chirped. “The Brown Bomber versus the fucking Nazi in Yankee Stadium, New York. It’s going to be over quick, I’ll tell you that. Joe is going to blast that Nazi prick from the first bell, you just wait.”


I grinned. “You want to tell me what you really think about it? Don’t hold back, Sid.”


“I’m just saying, Jonathan. Joe’s going to break that Hun in half.”


“I’ve seen Joe Louis fight a few times, Sid, and I can’t disagree, although that Kraut, Max Schmeling, did a number on him last time. He’s a tough sonofabitch, so it might take Louis a few rounds to wear him down. You know, Sid, I read where Schmeling says he’s not a Nazi and that he doesn’t go along with their political shit.”


Sid shook his head somberly. “Those Nazi assholes are killing Jews, putting them in camps and stealing all their property. I’ve got cousins over there still, you know. I worry about what might happen to them. This fighter is supported by the Nazis, so what’s the difference?”


I shrugged. “Whatever the case, Sid, I’m saying the guy’s a tough nut and he just might do some damage before Louis can put him away. I mean, he did win the first fight they had two years ago.”


“Actually, I hope you’re right because this place is going to be packed,” he said. “I’m bringing in a half dozen radios, putting them all around the room. The band will stop for however long the fight takes. If the fight drags on, then my customers are going to be draining this place dry.” He looked down at my file and up at me.


“You look rather serious, Jonathan, is anything wrong?”


“I’ve got a job to do this afternoon and it’s kind of touchy,” I answered. “I’ve got to be on my toes so I don’t think I’ll be drinking anything more. Just bring on a cup of java while I go over some things here.”


His jovial attitude dissipated some as he moved over to the coffee pot and poured a large mug for me. “You be careful, my boy.”


He shuffled off to leave me with my file. There were two full pages of handwritten notes from Edsel, names of the victim and his parents for the first kidnapping and the little girl’s name and her parents’ names for the second. There were addresses and phone numbers and a smaller sheet contained the information about where I was to go at three o’clock.


The boy: Martin Lesparance, age twelve.


Parents: Robert Lesparance and Sharon Lesparance.


Taken on April 30. About seven a.m. from Free Press drop three blocks from home.


Ransom paid: $10,000.


Returned home April 30 seven p.m.


Robert Lesparance worked at Rouge plant as laborer and later foreman for thirteen years. Second shift.


I flipped the page over.


The girl: Denise Marie Satkowiak


Parents: Stanley Satkowiak and Marie Satkowiak


Girl was taken from the Bible school at St. Albertus, eight a.m. June 22.


Ransom demand: $20,000.


Stanley Satkowiak worked at the Rouge plant as laborer, foreman, and now supervisor for fifteen years. Second shift.


I lit up a Lucky and leaned on the bar. I wasn’t comfortable with any of this because there were way too many details involved and it could all go sideways, although my part was supposedly easy, on the surface. I was going to hand off the bag to Stanley Satkowiak at Briggs Stadium just as the crowd was emerging from the Tiger baseball game. He probably was going to be making a “dead drop,” so-called because he would leave the bag in a designated spot to be retrieved by the kidnapper after he leaves. If I was setting it up, I’d have him go deep inside the stadium while there were still hundreds of people still milling around. In any case, I was going to make it my business to follow him, if possible, far enough away as to not draw suspicion, but close enough to make sure everything was on the up-and-up.


As I pored over the file, a blast from a horn directly behind me drove me off my barstool, my hand instinctively flying inside my jacket for the comfort of the Colt thirty-eight jammed in its holster.


“What the hell?” I shouted as I whirled around, expecting to find Bix Biederbeck come back from his grave just to level a high B-flat into both eardrums.


“I’m sorry,” Sid shouted from behind the bar, snorting with some misplaced juvenile glee as if he had just dropped a cherry bomb into a porcelain toilet.


What actually startled me was indeed the sound of a loud trumpet blasting from a machine against the wall next to the dance floor and bandstand. An attractive redhead who had been seated nearby was now standing in front of the machine dropping coins into a slot.


Now I recognized the trumpet cadenza opening Bunny Berigan’s theme song.


“How do you like it, Jonathan?” Sid called out above the slow swing tune. “It’s a Wurlitzer, a new one just put out that has twenty-four records in it. This one’s the most popular so far. That’s some sweet trumpet, don’t you think?”


“Yeah, it’s swell, Sid,” I agreed, although my ears were ringing as I reassembled my nerves and slid back onto the stool.


“A bit loud, you think?” he asked. “Still, it’s great to have a box like that in here. Everyone’s going to love it.”


“I saw him play once, in New York, you know,” I said. “Had a job that took me there and had a few nights out at the clubs. He had his new band and it was great.”


“He’s coming to Detroit in a few weeks,” Sid added. “I’m hoping he’ll stop in and maybe sit in with our band.”


I lit another cigarette and sipped at the refill of my beer, as Bunny set down the trumpet and began to sing:


I’ve flown around the world in a plane; I’ve settled revolutions in Spain;


And the North Pole I have charted, still I can’t get started with you…


I had time to kill before taking the bag of money to the ballpark, but signaled Sid for one more cup of coffee. I eyed the guy at the far end of the bar slowly dip his head down until it hit the edge, snapping him back to attention.”


“Who’s the lush?”


Sid gave his toothy smile. “That’s poor old Boots. He comes in quite often because he is staying across the street at the Cadillac, at least for the season.”


“I didn’t know alcoholism had a season.”


“Oh, Jonathan!” Sid blurted with an exaggerated sigh. “I’m talking about the Tigers. The guy’s name is Cletus Poffenberger but goes by the nickname of Boots. He’s a pitcher for the Tigers but he’s been in trouble because of his drinking. Some days he’s in here instead of at the stadium, or he’ll be half in the bag and grab a cab just in time to get to the ballpark before the game starts. He’s all screwed up.”


I looked down the bar at the guy whose head slowly was sinking down again. He appeared young, maybe twenty, with dark sandy hair cut short. He was wearing an ill-fitting baggy suit, open collar, and his hat had fallen onto the floor. A stubby cigarette in his hand was about to burn his fingers.


“I remember that name,” I said finally. “He pitched some last year and did pretty well as I recall, for a rookie. Where’s he from.”


“Grew up in Maryland, I think he said,” Sid answered, taking a cloth and wiping the bar with a sweeping motion. “He’s kind of a lady’s man, even though he pretends to be kind of a hick. He’s been in here when we have the band on weekends, throwing his money around to impress the girls, and good looking ones at that.”


I got up and walked down to the end of the bar, sliding onto a stool next to Boots. He was shorter than I and looked sadly out of shape, although a guy on a binge often looks like a shriveled up piece of shit. I tapped him on the shoulder and he swung his head around reminding me of a horse whose whole head and neck move in unison. He squinted at me with watery eyes. “Who’re you?” he mumbled.


“Boots!” I responded happily. “Don’t you remember me? We met in this very bar last Saturday night. You had a couple of dames on your arm, you lucky bastard. Don’t you remember, you wouldn’t share one with me?”


He frowned and squinted. Drawing the back of his hand over his lips and then his face brightened. “Oh, yeah, I remember you. You wanted one of the broads…” His voice trailed off and his head bobbed a couple of times. He suddenly jumped and shook his hand, trying to get the burning cigarette untangled from between his fingers. The butt dropped onto the bar as Boots furiously wagged his hand, his index and middle fingers already blistering. “Goddamit,” he shouted. “Bring me another beer, barkeep.”


Sid ambled down toward him and drew a shell of suds, sliding it in front of him.


“Put that on my tab, my good man,” he said, now seemingly forgetting his singed digits.


“Not pitching today?” I asked.


He swung around again. “Oh, fuck me,” he grumbled. “I’m fucking late again, right? What time is it?”


“One o’clock,” I answered, tapping my watch.


“No, I guess I won’t be pitching today,” he said. “Maybe not ever again.” He picked up the beer and chugged three-quarters of it.


I turned to Sid. “Listen, I’ve got a couple of things to do but I’ll be back in an hour or so. Keep old Bootsie on ice for me.” I dropped a sawbuck on the bar. “Let him drink it up if he can. I’ve got plans for him later.”


“I don’t want to know,” Sid said putting both hands to his ears.


I slid a couple of nickels on the bar toward him. “Play that Bunny Berigan song again while I’m gone. It gives this place some class.”




THREE


The room was large with a dozen desks in pairs facing each other. Phones were ringing, and men were talking, some louder than others. The place reeked of stale cigar smoke and burned coffee, the remnants of passed gas, gun-cleaning oil, and leftovers from the luncheon special at one of the Greek eateries around the corner. I was on the second floor of the Central District police headquarters which clung to the fringe of Greektown off Monroe Street and its corridors were filled with coppers dragging their most recent arrests down to the city lockup or into little cubicles for questioning.


I inched up behind a man at one of the scarred wooden desks. He had his suit coat slung over the back of his chair, his brown shoulder-holster straps crisscrossed behind him. He was hunched over looking at something on his desktop as I stuck a finger in his back.


“Don’t ever sit with your back to the door,” I barked as he jumped to his feet, ready for a fight.


“Jesus Christ!” he shouted, causing everyone around him to stop in their tracks.


“Sorry, Georgie,” I offered as I circled around to face him. “I didn’t realize you were so sensitive.”


“Oh, great,” he breathed, his voice wheezing out in a prolonged sigh. “To what do I owe this unexpected displeasure, Jack?”


I had known George Matrikos nearly all my life having grown up a block apart in Corktown. He had saved my life and I had saved his. He was the product of a Greek father and Irish mother, it being her desire to continue living in her old neighborhood and having her children grow up the way she did, attending the Roman Catholic Church and school.


Matrikos, now a detective sergeant, joined the department soon after coming home from overseas at the end of the war and was about to put in his twenty by the end of the year. He had maneuvered through a series of gang wars, some still raging, with one foot on each side of the law. He’d done work for the Purples when they controlled booze and vice and the Sicilians with their whore houses and gambling dens. He’d make a few extra bucks tipping them off when raids were going down or mess around with the evidence in minor cases. The big no-nos, like rape, extortion, and murder didn’t get anyone a pass from George Matrikos. Instead, they often found themselves at the business end of a Tommy gun.


He was medium height, thin, with dark wavy hair still, only there were tinges of gray evident. He continued to be the best dressed cop in town and didn’t apologize for it. He eyed me as he ran a finger across his thin black mustache.


“I have to talk to you George, on the sly, off the record,” I began, sitting myself opposite him at another desk. “I’ve got some information that you can put in your pocket for now, but I might need your help down the line. It’s going to be big, if it breaks right.”


He relit a half-used stogie and leaned back. “You’ve got my attention, Jack.”


I took a cigarette from my silver case and tapped the end absently as I figured how best to spill the beans about the kidnapping without making George jump out of his shoes.


“I’m working a case that’s been kept away from the police by my client, who has been trying to handle a bad situation by himself and now needs my help…”


Matrikos frowned but said nothing.


“There was a kidnapping a month ago, a paper boy was snatched one morning on his way to his pickup spot. He was just an ordinary kid from an ordinary family. His dad works at the Rouge. Ransom demands were made through the dad to Edsel Ford—ten grand for the safe return of the kid. Ford was afraid to call police in or even get his dad’s thug Harry Bennett involved. So he paid the ransom and the boy was freed.”


George puffed on his cigar. “Where do you come in?”


“Ford called me earlier today because it has happened again. This time a little girl was taken from a religion class. Her dad works at the Rouge, too, and the demand was made again for Ford to pay, only twenty thousand, this time. He called me to be the bag man hoping I might be able to determine who is behind this shit.”


“I take it you don’t want the uniforms in on this,” Matrikos interjected. “What do you want me to do?”


I took a deep breath. “Nothing, Georgie. Not yet, anyway, but if I get a bead on these assholes, I’ll be signaling you to help. I don’t know what I’m going to find, but I have a plan, of sorts. I’m making the handoff and then I’ll try to get close enough to see who picks up the money if I can find the dead drop.”


Matrikos rocked slowly back and forth in his wooden chair. “At least the first kid is okay. I trust you’ll be checking out his family once you get done with this crap today?”


“Oh, I’m going to dig deep, George. I see they’re going to fry a child killer down in Florida. If it was up to me…” I let my voice trail off because I was preaching to the choir.


I had told George I worked up a plan and I wasn’t lying, exactly. I just didn’t offer the opinion that it wasn’t a very good plan. I had just enough time to get back to Sid’s and scoop up a semi-conscious Boots Poffenberger. I parked behind the nightclub and Sid helped me drag the drunken galoot out to my car, propping him up in the passenger seat, his head leaning against the side window.


The mid-afternoon traffic wasn’t too bad yet as I maneuvered along Michigan Avenue, sliding past my office and apartment above the Kastor Toy Store a few blocks from the stadium. It was familiar territory, of course. Kids from Corktown south of the baseball diamond made it a weekly ritual to sneak into the stadium through gaps in the fences or doors left open. The more industrious of us would attach ourselves to an adult who was moving through the turnstile and, if you timed it just right, you could shield yourself from the ticket taker with the adult’s body and ease right on through the turnstile into the land of green enchantment. Inside the stadium that had been Navin Field, the grass was a bright manicured green, surrounded by a sea of green folding seats. It was a magic place from the organ blaring its familiar refrains, to the vendors hawking their wares, and the public address announcer reading off the starting lineups.
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