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Amos and Me

I hesitated over that title. The machinery falters whenever I refer to him as Amos. After thirty years we’re still not on a first-name basis.

To get close is to intrude. Yes, he tells his stories in first person, probably over a glass of cheap scotch with some new injury keeping pace with the beating of his heart; but he draws the shade just short of the reveal, preferring to test his theory in practice. As he says somewhere, “I hate being wrong in front of witnesses.”

I doubt I could describe Walker physically in the amount of detail you’d need to pick him out of a crowd, although I’d know him at a hundred paces. I never took the time to provide more than a few Impressionistic strokes to keep the reader from supplying his own image. Since Walker’s the one telling the story, it’s unlikely he’ll be confused with any other characters. I bring this up to warn other writers away from describing their protagonists in mirrors, which apart from being a clanking cliché just slows down the action.

But others have written at length about Walker, flaying him open like a medical cadaver and weighing his brain, which lists heavily toward the centers of irony. I’ve held the scalpel a number of times myself, but the more I do that the more I watch myself work later, being careful to make Walker behave as represented instead of letting him go about his business with me stumbling along behind, the way I’ve done from the beginning. I’d rather write him than write about him. It’s his longevity I want to discuss.

When Motor City Blue appeared in 1980, there was no Internet. There were no cell phones, no cordless phones of any kind. There was only one telephone company. The broadcast networks ruled television. Pee Wee Herman was a major star. Videocassette recorders were new on the market, priced far outside the budgets of most Americans: If you missed a movie on its first release, you waited ten years for it to appear on TV, edited to pablum to avoid violating FCC regulations and cut up to sell beer and automobiles, and if two programs you wanted to see aired in the same time slot, you had to pick one and wait for the summer rerun season to see the other instead of recording one to watch at your own convenience. (Reality shows would not crowd out repeat broadcasting for another twenty years.) The Berlin Wall was observing its twentieth anniversary. The USSR had just begun the invasion of Afghanistan that would bring the Soviet empire down in ruins by the end of the decade. DNA was a mystery waiting to be unlocked.

It’s a different world, to be sure, but in many ways little has changed. There is fighting again in Afghanistan, but the USA is leading it, and finding the place as difficult to bring to heel as the Russians did. Iran is still a threat, and peace in the Middle East remains as elusive as when Lawrence of Arabia was campaigning in Egypt. And Amos Walker is still sitting in his third-floor walk-up office on Grand River Avenue in Detroit, contributing to the nicotine smudge on the ceiling above his desk when he isn’t out exposing the back of his head to some handy bludgeon on some troublesome errand.

Private eye fiction — a mainstay of the American mystery since 1920 — was all but dead when I wrote Motor City Blue. Ross Macdonald was ailing and would write no more Lew Archers. Mickey Spillane was doing commercials for Michelob. Arthur Lyons and Robert B. Parker were just getting started and were flying well below the radar. The entire suspense genre was considered to be in decline, held above water only by the espionage thrillers of Robert Ludlum and Ken Follett. Romance novels were nudging everything else off the racks. It’s hard to imagine a more inopportune moment to begin a series about a postmodern knight errant slaying his ogres one at a time armed with nothing but a revolver and a laminated license. But I was stubborn; which as we’ll see has always been my most reliable weapon of small destruction. I’d written westerns, I’d leapt aboard the bandwagon of Sherlock Holmes pastiches that proliferated after the success of Nicholas Meyer’s The Seven-Percent Solution. I needed a break from horses and gaslight.

I was warned against it. What I’d considered my greatest asset, the Detroit setting so rarely used in detective stories, yet so eminently adapted to that seamy world, was the very reason, fellow Detroiters assured me, that the book would never find an audience. Mayor Coleman A. Young was six years into his rape of the city; it would continue for another fourteen, and sixteen years after it ended, Detroit shows no sign of recovering. The national media took sadistic glee in exposing its blasted neighborhoods, its soaring murder rate, its Devil’s Night arsons, and the administration and the three local television stations concentrated on polishing the city’s image instead of acknowledging the source of all the bad publicity and taking the measures necessary to eliminate it. But to mangle a notorious aphorism uttered by a top General Motors executive, what’s bad for a city is good for a crime novel. Where others saw desolation and despair, I saw color. It’s the worm in the apple that makes the apple interesting. I wrote:


	Dry, grainy snow — the kind that usually falls in the city —  heaped the sills of unused doorways and lined the gutters in narrow ribbons, where the wind caught and swept it winding like white snakes across the pavement, picking up crumples of muddy newspaper and old election campaign leaflets and empty condom wrappers and broken Styrofoam cups as it went, rattling them against the pitted sides of abandoned cars shunted up to the curb; weathering the corners off ancient buildings with bright-colored signs advertising various hetero- and homosexual entertainments; banging loose boards nailed over the windows of gutted stores defiled with skulls and crossbones and spray-painted graffiti identifying them as street-gang hangouts, Keep Out; buckling a billboard atop a brown-stone two blocks south upon which a gaggle of grinning citizens gathered at the base of the Renaissance Center, near where its first suicide landed, urged me in letters a foot high to Take Another Look at Detroit...



The book was rejected twice, first by my editor at Doubleday, who wanted me to write another novel set in Victorian London, the second time by another publisher who said it wouldn’t stand a chance in the marketplace. But my agent, Ray Puechner, was relentless, and placed it with Ruth Hapgood at Houghton Mifflin, who would go on to edit the next nine books in the series. Two of those titles would be named Notable Books of the Year by the New York Times, and the fifth, Sugartown, would win the first of four Shamus Awards given by the Private Eye Writers of America to the series. The books were picked up in the United Kingdom and Australia and translated into French, Italian, Spanish, German, Danish, and Japanese. As of this writing, twenty Amos Walker novels have been published, with a twenty-first awaiting its time in stores and libraries.

It’s not quite a rags-to-riches story; more of a rags-to middle-class respectability. Amos Walker has never cracked a national bestseller list, but he’s survived a number of fictional detectives who have. The series has been with four publishers, not counting mass-market and trade-paper reprints, and for seven years I was enjoined from writing about Walker in a book because of a dispute over contracts. However, the fact that readers embraced the character all over again after so long a silence testifies to his durability.

Here again is where my congenital muleheadedness paid off. When asked the reason for Walker’s long tenure, my reply is always “applied denial.” Publishing wisdom says that there is no percentage in picking up a series after it’s been dropped by a competitor, but I’ve never been one to let someone else’s wisdom stand in my way. After Houghton Mifflin bowed out of an auction, and after I canceled a contract with the high bidder over professional differences, I took the series to the Mysterious Press, where an editor I’d known for years was eager to show what he could do with it. When, four books later, that editor was terminated in the ill-fated AOL/Time-Warner merger, I offered the series to Forge, which had been publishing my historical westerns for years, and there the novels have remained to this day. On occasion, these changes of venue have involved smaller cash advances, but never so small as to be unworthy of my best efforts, and in the long run the books have earned as much if not more through royalties. I need money to live, and I enjoy spending it when there’s anything left over after my belly is full and my mortgage is paid, but I’ve never considered it an indicator of my value as a human being or as an artist. I don’t keep score with figures involving dollar signs.

So much for the novels — although I hope there is a great deal more to be heard from and about them. The present collection contains more than thirty short stories featuring Walker beginning in 1982. Walker connoisseurs, assuming such creatures exist, may note that the stories place less emphasis on photorealistic style and more on leanness of prose. It’s an often-repeated misconception that not a single word can be excised from the Estleman canon; going back over my earlier work, I always find bales of stuff I could do without. I’m one of those critics I hate.

Economy is crucial to the short form, but when you pare a thing too close to the bone you risk nicking the marrow. It’s not enough to say the air is cold and leave it at that. If you want the reader to feel the cold, you need to lay a piece of metal alongside his spine; only you can’t do that, and I can’t either, because I already have. If I repeat the image, the reader will remember it from before and wind up thinking about that instead of how cold it is. In a novel, I can spend a paragraph comparing ice floes to tipped-over tombstones, frosting noses with tiny needles, and bursting the cores of trees; but this isn’t a novel, it’s piston-driven, I’m being paid by the word; okay, you made your point, it’s cold. What happens next?

A novel is a broad canvas. You can hide coarse brushstrokes in the expanse. Short stories are miniatures, where flaws of any sort are immediately obvious. A Botticelli would never have attempted one. There are highly accomplished novelists who blanch at the prospect of writing short fiction. William Faulkner once said that he’d tried poetry, couldn’t do it, then tried short stories, couldn’t do that, and so he wrote novels. More prosaic writers have compared writing short stories to making love on an elevator and having to finish before it reaches the top floor. They’re an intolerant form. When I type the last period on a short story I consider satisfactory, I feel a sense of accomplishment (and exhaustion) that I don’t necessarily feel at the end of a novel that took me six months to complete.

The stories in this book satisfied me, when I wrote them. Looking back from the perspective of years or even weeks, I can always see something else to be done, but if in the rereading I wasn’t sufficiently happy with the result, I wouldn’t be offering it here. This is the humblest way I can think of to say these are good stories. Walker himself owes them a personal debt: They kept him alive when I was prohibited from writing about him at book length.

These stories originally appeared in Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine, and various other magazines and anthologies. They’re arranged in rough chronological order for those who care to track Walker’s progress through time beginning with “Robbers’ Roost” in 1982, two years after his debut in Motor City Blue. Amateur anthropologists of this stamp might discover a somewhat sadder and wiser detective in “Rumble Strip” than the one they made the acquaintance of in “Greektown.”

Or perhaps not; but I’m a somewhat sadder and wiser man myself than I was when the only place you could look up a telephone number was in the Yellow Pages. I have to believe that some of life’s lessons have spilled out into print.

As I said, the outlook for private eye fiction in 1980 was dismal. Within two years, other series had sprung up against the backdrop of every major city in the U.S. A national organization of private detective writers was chartered, with applications for membership streaming in from as far away as Australia. I can’t claim credit for this renaissance, because others were developing their characters at the same time. But I can state that most of those writers have moved on to other subjects and that some have left the trade entirely. Meanwhile, Amos Walker and I remain. I have, of course, many readers to thank, as well as editors Ruth Hapgood, Cathleen Jordan, Janet Hutchings, Bill Malloy, Jim Frenkel, and Linda Landrigan, as well as the staff responsible for the present book, and agents Ray Puechner, Barb Puechner, Millie Puechner, Robin Rue, and Dominick Abel. Finally, I can’t emphasize too strongly the importance of the City of Detroit to the series, and the courageous people who maintain the place with little help from the people in office.

 — LOREN D. ESTLEMAN

   January 2010


Greektown

One

The restaurant was damp and dim and showed every indication of having been hollowed out of a massive stump, with floorboards scoured as white as wood grubs and tall booths separated from the stools at the counter by an aisle just wide enough for skinny waitresses like you never see in Greektown. It was Greektown, and the only waitress in sight looked like a garage door in a uniform. She caught me checking out the booths and trundled my way, turning stools with her left hip as she came.

“You are Amos Walker?” She had a husky accent and large dark pretty eyes set in the rye dough of her face. I said I was and she told me Mr. Xanthes was delayed and sat me down in a booth halfway between the door and the narrow hallway leading to the restrooms in back. Somewhere a radio turned low was playing one of those frantic Mediterranean melodies that sound like hornets set loose in the string section.

The waitress was freshening my coffee when my host arrived, extending a small right hand and a smiling observation on downtown Detroit traffic. Constantine Xanthes was a wiry five feet and ninety pounds with deep laugh lines from his narrow eyes to his broad mouth and hair as black at 50 as mine was going gray at 33. His light blue tailormade suit fit him like a sheen of water. He smiled a lot, but so does every other restaurateur, and none of them means it either. When he found out I hadn’t eaten he ordered egg lemon soup, bread, feta cheese, roast lamb, and a bottle of ouzo for us both. I passed on the ouzo.

“Greektown used to be more than just fine places to eat.” He sighed, poking a fork at his lamb. “When my parents came it was a little Athens, with markets and pretty girls in red and white dresses at festival time and noise like I can’t describe to you. It took in Ma-comb, Randolph, and Monroe Streets, not just one block of Monroe like now. Now those colorful old men you see drinking retsina on the stoops get up and go home to the suburbs at dark.”

I washed down the last of the strong cheese with coffee. “I’m a good P.I., Mr. Xanthes, but I’m not good enough to track down and bring back the old days. What else can I do to make your life easier?”

He refilled his glass with ouzo and I watched his Adam’s apple bob twice as the syrupy liquid slid down his throat. Afterward he was still smiling, but the vertical line that had appeared between his brows when he was talking about what had happened to his neighborhood had deepened.

“I have a half brother, Alexander,” he began. “He’s twenty-three years younger than I am; his mother was our father’s second wife. She deserted them when Alexander was six. When Father died, my wife and I took over the job of raising Alexander, but by then I was working sixty hours a week at General Motors and he was seventeen and too much for Grace to handle with two children of our own. He ran away. We didn’t hear from him until last summer, when he walked into the house unannounced, all smiles and hugs, at least for me. He and Grace never got along. He congratulated me on my success in the restaurant business and said he’d been living in Iowa for the past nine years, where he’d married and divorced twice. His first wife left him without so much as a note and had a lawyer send him papers six weeks later. The second filed suit on grounds of brutality. It seems that during quarrels he took to beating her with the cord from an iron. He was proud of that.

“He’s been here fourteen months, and in that time he’s held more jobs than I can count. Some he quit, some he was fired from, always for the same reason. He can’t work with or for a woman. I kept him on here as a busboy until he threw a stool at one of my waitresses. She’d asked him to get a can of coffee from the storeroom and forgot to say please. I had to let him go.”

He paused, and I lit a Winston to keep from having to say anything. It was all beginning to sound familiar. I wondered why.

When he saw I wasn’t going to comment, he drew a folded clipping from an inside breast pocket and spread it out on the table with the reluctant care of a father getting ready to punish his child. It was from that morning’s Free Press, and it was headed PSYCHIATRIST PROFILES FIVE O’CLOCK STRANGLER.

That was the name the press had hung on the nut who had stalked and murdered four women on their way home from work on the city’s northwest side on four separate evenings over the past two weeks. The women were found strangled to death in public places around quitting time, or reported missing by their families from that time and discovered later. Their ages ranged from 20 to 46, they had had no connection in life, and they were all WASPs. One was a nurse, two were secretaries; the fourth had been something mysterious in city government. None was raped. The Freep had dug up a shrink who claimed the killer was between 25 and 40, a member of an ethnic or racial minority group, and a hater of professional women who had had experiences with such women unpleasant enough to unhinge him. It was the kind of article you usually find in the Science section after someone’s made off with Sports and the comics, only today it had run Page One because there hadn’t been any murders in a couple of days to keep the story alive. I’d read it at breakfast. I knew now what had nagged me about Xanthes’ story.

“Your brother’s the Five O’Clock Strangler?” I tipped half an inch of ash into the tin tray on the table.

“Half brother,” he corrected. “If I was sure of that, I wouldn’t have called you. Alexander could have killed that waitress, Mr. Walker. As it was he nearly broke her arm with that stool and I had to pay for X rays and give her a bonus to keep her from pressing charges. This article says the strangler hates working women. Alexander hates all women, but working women especially. His mother was a licensed practical nurse and she abandoned him. His first wife was a legal secretary and she left him. He told me he started beating his second wife when she started talking about getting a job. The police say that because the killer strangles women with just his hands he has to be big and strong. That description fits my half brother; he’s built more like you than me, and he works out regularly.”

“Does he have anything against white Anglo-Saxon Protestants?”

“I don’t know. But his mother was one and so was his first wife. The waitress he hurt was Greek descent.”

I burned some more tobacco. “Does he have an alibi for any of the times the women were killed?”

“I asked him, in a way that wouldn’t make him think I suspected him. He said he was home alone.” He shifted his weight on the bench. “I didn’t want to press it, but I called him one of those nights and he didn’t answer. But it wasn’t until I read this article that I really started to worry. It could have been written about Alexander.

That’s when I decided to call you. You once dug up an eyewitness to an auto accident whose testimony saved a friend of mine a bundle. He talks about you often.”

“I have a license to stand in front of,” I said. “If your half brother is the strangler I’ll have to send him over.”

“I understand that. All I ask is that you call me before you call the police. It’s this not knowing, you know? And don’t let him find out he’s being investigated. There’s no telling what he’ll do if he learns I suspect him.”

We took care of finances — in cash; you’ll look in vain for a checkbook in Greektown — and he slid over a wallet-size photo of a darkly handsome man in his late twenties with glossy black hair like Xan-thes’ and big liquid eyes not at all like Xanthes’ slits. “He goes by Alex Santine. You’ll find him working part-time at Butsukitis’ market on Brush.” A telephone number and an address on Gratiot were written on the back of the picture. That was a long way from the area where the bodies were found, but then a killer hardly ever lives in the neighborhood where he works. Not that that made any difference to the cops busy tossing every house and apartment on the northwest side.

Two

He looked like his picture. After leaving the restaurant, I’d walked around the corner to a building with a fruit and vegetable stand out front and a faded canvas awning lettered BUTSUKITIS’ FINE PRODUCE, and while a beefy bald man with fat quilting his chest dropped some onions into a paper sack for me, a tall young man came out the front door lugging a crate full of cabbages. He hoisted the crate onto a bare spot on the stand, swept large shiny eyes over the milling crowd of tomato-squeezers and melon-huggers, and went back inside swinging his broad shoulders.

As the grocer was ringing up the sale, a blonde wearing a navy blue business suit asked for help loading two bags of apples and cherries into her car. “Santine!” he bellowed.

The young man returned. Told to help the lady, he hesitated, then slouched forward and snatched up the bags. He stashed them on the front seat of a green Olds parked half a block down the street and swung around and walked away while she was still rummaging in her handbag for a tip. His swagger going back into the store was pronounced. I paid for my onions and left.

Back at the office I called Iowa Information and got two numbers. The first belonged to a private detective agency in Des Moines. I called them, fed them the dope I had on Santine, and asked them to scrape up what they could. My next call was to the Des Moines Register, where a reporter held me up for fifty dollars for combing the morgue for stories about non-rape female assault and murder during the last two years Santine lived in the state. They both promised to wire the information to Barry Stackpole at the Detroit News and I hung up and dialed Barry’s number and traded a case of scotch for his cooperation. The expenses on this one were going to eat up my fee. Finally I called Lieutenant John Alderdyce at Police Headquarters.

“Who’s working the Five O’Clock Strangler case?” I asked him.

“Why?”

I used the dead air counting how many times he’d asked me that and dividing it by how many times I’d answered.

“DeLong,” he said then. “I could just hang up because I’m busy, but you’d probably just call again.”

“Probably. Is he in?”

“He’s in that lot off Lahser where they found the last body. With Michael Kurof.”

“The psychic?”

“No, the plumber. They’re stopping there on their way to fix De-Long’s toilet.” He broke the connection.

Three

The last body had been found lying in a patch of weeds in a wooded lot off Lahser just south of West Grand River by a band student taking a shortcut home from practice. I parked next to the curb behind a blue-and-white and mingled with a group of uniforms and obvious plainclothesmen watching Kurof walk around with Inspector DeLong nipping along at his side like a spaniel trying to keep up with a Great Dane. DeLong was a razor-faced twenty-year cop with horns of pink scalp retreating along a mouse-colored widow’s peak and the kind of crossed eyes that kept you wondering where he was looking. Kurof, a Russian-born bear of a man, bushy-haired and blue of chin even when it was still wet from shaving, bobbed his big head in time with De-Long’s mile-a-minute patter for a few moments, then raised a palm, cutting him off. After that they wandered the lot in silence.

“What they looking for, rattlesnakes?” muttered a grizzled fatty in a baggy brown suit.

“Vibes,” someone answered. “Emanations, the Russky calls ’em.”

Lardbottom snorted. “We ran in fortune-tellers when I was in uniform.”

“That must’ve been before you needed a crowbar to get into one,” said the other.

I was nudged by a young black in starched blue cotton, who winked gravely and stooped to lay a gold pencil on the ground, then backed away from it. Kurof’s back was turned. Eventually he and DeLong made their way to the spot, where the psychic picked up the pencil, stroked it once between the first and second fingers of his right hand, and turned to the black cop with a broad smile, holding out the item. “You are having fun with me, Officer,” he announced in a deep burring voice. The uniform smiled stiffly back and accepted the pencil.

“Did you learn anything, Dr. Kurof? DeLong was facing the psychic, but his right eye was looking toward the parked cars.

Kurof shook his great head slowly. “Nothing useful, I fear. Just a tangible hatred. The air is ugly everywhere here, but it is ugliest where we are standing. It crawls.”

“We’re standing precisely where the body was found.” The inspector pushed aside a clump of thistles with his foot to expose a fresh yellow stake driven into the earth. He turned toward one of the watching uniforms. “Give our guest a lift back to Wayne State. Thank you, Doctor. We’ll be in touch when something else comes up.” They shook hands and the Russian moved off slowly with his escort.

“Hatred,” the fat detective growled. “Like we need a gypsy to tell us that.”

DeLong told him to shut up and go back to Headquarters. As the knot of investigators loosened, I approached the inspector and introduced myself.

“Walker,” he considered. “Sure, I see you jawing with Alderdyce. Who hired you, the family of one of the victims?”

“Just running an errand.” Sometimes it’s best to let a cop keep his notions. “What about what this psychiatrist said about the strangler in this morning’s Freep? You agree with that?”

 “Shrinks. Twenty years in school to tell us why some j.d. sapped an old lady and snatched her purse. I’ll stick with guys like Kurof; at least he’s not smug.” He stuck a Tiparillo in his mouth and I lit it and a Winston for me. He sucked smoke. “My theory is the killer’s unemployed and he sees all these women running out and getting themselves fulfilled by taking his job and sometimes snaps. It isn’t just coincidence that the stats on crime against women have risen with their numbers in the work force.”

“Is he a minority?”

“I hope so.” He grinned quickly and without mirth. “No, I know what you mean. Maybe. Minorities outnumber the majority in this town in case you haven’t noticed. Could be the victims are all WASPs because there are more women working who are WASPs. I’ll ask him when we arrest him.”

“Think you will?”

He glared at me in his cockeyed fashion. Then he shrugged. “This is the third mass-murder case I’ve investigated. The one fear is that it’ll just stop. I’m still hoping to wrap it before famous criminologists start coming in from all over to give us a hand. I never liked circuses even when I was a kid.”

“What are you holding back from the press on this one?”

“You expect me to answer that? Give up the one thing that’ll help us separate the original from all the copycats?”

“Call John Alderdyce. He’ll tell you I sit on things till they hatch.”

“Oh, hell.” He dropped his little cigar half-smoked and crushed it out. “The guy clobbers his victims before he strangles them. One blow to the left cheek, probably with his right fist. Keeps ’em from struggling.”

“Could he be a boxer?”

“Maybe. Someone used to using his dukes.”

I thanked him for talking to me. He said, “I hope you are working for the family of a victim.”

I got out of there without answering. Lying to a cop like DeLong can be like trying to smuggle a bicycle through Customs.

Four

It was coming up on two o’clock. If the killer was planning to strike that day I had three hours. At the first telephone booth I came to I excavated my notebook and called Constantine Xanthes’ home number in Royal Oak. His wife answered. She had a mellow voice and no accent.

“Yes, Connie told me he was going to hire you. He’s not home, though. Try the restaurant.”

I explained she was the one I wanted to speak with and asked if I could come over. After a brief pause she agreed and gave me directions. I told her to expect me in half an hour.

It was a white frame house that would have been in the country when it was built, but now it was shouldered by two housing tracts with a third going up in the empty field across the street. The doorbell was answered by a tall woman on the far side of 40 with black hair streaked blond to cover the gray and a handsome oval face, the flesh shiny around the eyes and mouth from recent remodeling. She wore a dark knit dress that accentuated the slim line of her torso and a long colored scarf to make you forget she was big enough to look down at the top of her husband’s head without trying. We exchanged greetings and she let me in and hung up my hat and we walked into a dim living room furnished heavily in oak and dark leather. We sat down facing each other in a pair of horsehair-stuffed chairs.

“You’re not Greek,” I said.

“I hardly ever am.” Her voice was just as mellow in person.

“Your husband was mourning the old Greektown at lunch and now I find out he lives in the suburbs with a woman who isn’t Greek.”

“Connie’s ethnic standards are very high for other people.”

She was smiling when she said it, but I didn’t press the point. “He says you and Alexander have never been friendly. In what ways weren’t you friendly when he was living here?”

“I don’t suppose it’s ever easy bringing up someone else’s son. His having been deserted didn’t help. Lord save me if I suggested taking out the garbage.”

“Was he sullen, abusive, what?”

“Sullen was his best mood. ’Abusive’ hardly describes his reaction to the simplest request. The children were beginning to repeat his foul language. I was relieved when he ran away.”

“Did you call the police?”

“Connie did. They never found him. By that time he was eighteen and technically an adult. He couldn’t have been brought back without his consent anyway.”

“Did he ever hit you?”

“He wouldn’t dare. He worshiped Connie.”

“Did he ever box?”

“You mean fight? I think so. Sometimes he came home from school with his clothes torn or a black eye, but he wouldn’t talk about it. That was before he quit. Fighting is normal. We had some of the same problems with our son. He grew out of it.”

I was coming to the short end. “Any scrapes with the law? Alexander, I mean.”

She shook her head. Her eyes were warm and tawny. “You know, you’re quite good-looking. You have noble features.”

“So does a German Shepherd.”

“I work in clay. I’d like to have you pose for me in my studio sometime.” She waved long nails toward a door to the left. “I specialize in nudes.”

“So do I. But not with clients’ wives.” I rose.

She lifted penciled eyebrows. “Was I that obvious?”

“Probably not, but I’m a detective.” I thanked her and got my hat and let myself out.

Five

Xanthes had told me his half brother got off at four. At ten to, I swung by the market and bought two quarts of strawberries. The beefy bald man, whom I’d pegged as Butsukitis, the owner, appeared glad to see me. Memories are long in Greektown. I said, “I just had an operation and the doc says I shouldn’t lift any more than a pound. Could your boy carry these to the car?”

“I let my boy leave early. Slow day. I will carry them.”

He did, and I drove away stuck with two quarts of strawberries. They give me hives. Had Santine been around I’d planned to tail him after he punched out. Pounding the steering wheel at red lights, I bucked and squirmed my way through late afternoon traffic to Gra-tiot, where my man kept an apartment on the second floor of a charred brick building that had housed a recording studio in the gravy days of Motown. I ditched my hat, jacket, and tie in the car and at Santine’s door put on a pair of aviator’s glasses in case he remembered me from the market. If he answered my knock I was looking for another apartment. There was no answer. I considered slipping the latch and taking a look around inside, but it was too early in the round to play catch with my license. I went back down and made myself uncomfortable in my heap across the street from the entrance.

It was growing dark when a cab creaked its brakes in front of the building and Santine got out, wearing a blue Windbreaker over the clothes I’d seen him in earlier. He paid the driver and went inside. Since the window of his apartment looked out on Gratiot I let the cab go, noting its number, hit the starter and wound my way to the company’s headquarters on Woodward.

A puffy-faced black man in work clothes looked at me from behind a steel desk in an office smelling of oil. The floor tingled with the swallowed bellowing of engines in the garage below. I gave him a hinge at my investigator’s Photostat, placing my thumb over the “Private,” and told him in an official voice I wanted information on Cab No. 218.

He looked back down at the ruled pink sheet he was scribbling on and said, “I been dispatcher here eleven years. You think I don’t know a plastic badge when I see one?”

I licked a ten-dollar bill across the sheet.

“That’s Dillard,” he said, watching the movement.

“He just dropped off a fare on Gratiot.” I gave him the address. “I want to know where he picked him up and when.”

He found the cab number on another ruled sheet attached to a clipboard on the wall and followed the line with his finger to some writing in another column. “Evergreen, between Schoolcraft and Kendall. Dillard logged it in at six-twenty.”

I handed him the bill without comment. The spot where San-tine had entered the cab was an hour’s easy walk from where the bodies of two of the murdered women had been found.

Six

I swung past Alex Santine’s apartment near Greektown on my way home. There was a light on. That night after supper I caught all the news reports on TV and looked for bulletins and wound up watching a succession of sitcoms full of single mothers shrieking at their kids about sex. There was nothing about any new stranglings. I went to bed. Eating breakfast the next day I turned on the radio and read the Free Press and there was still nothing.

The name of the psychiatrist quoted in the last issue was Kor-necki. I looked him up and called his office in the National Bank Building. I expected a secretary, but I got him.

“I’d like to talk to you about someone I know,” I said.

“Someone you know. I see.” He spoke in cathedral tones.

“It’s not me. I have an entirely different set of neuroses.”

“My consultation fee is one hundred dollars for forty minutes.”

“I’ll take twenty-five dollars’ worth,” I said.

“No, that’s forty minutes or any fraction thereof. I have a cancellation at eleven. Shall I have my secretary pencil you in when she returns from her break?”

I told him to do so, gave him my name, and rang off before I could say anything about his working out of a bank. The hundred went onto the expense sheet.

Kornecki’s reception room was larger than my office and a half. A redhead at a kidney-shaped desk smiled tightly at me, found my name on her calendar, and buzzed me through. The inner sanctum, pastel green with a blue carpet, dark green Naugahyde couch, and a large glass-topped desk bare but for a telephone intercom, looked out on downtown through a window whose double panes swallowed the traffic noise. Behind the desk, a man about my age, wearing a blue pinstripe and steel-rimmed glasses, sat smiling at me with several thousand dollars’ worth of dental work. He wore his sandy hair in bangs like Alfalfa.

We shook hands and I took charge of the customer’s chair, a pedestal job upholstered in green vinyl to match the couch. I asked if I could smoke. He said whatever made me comfortable and indicated a smoking stand nearby. I lit up and laid out Santine’s background without naming him. Kornecki listened.

“Is this guy capable of violence against strange women?” I finished.

He smiled again. “We all are, Mr. Walker. Every one of us men. It’s our only advantage. You think your man is the strangler, is that it?”

“I guess I was absent the day they taught subtle.”

“Oh, you were subtle. But you can’t know how many people I’ve spoken with since that article appeared, wanting to be assured that their uncle or cousin or best friend isn’t the killer. Hostility between the sexes is nothing new, but these last few confusing years have aggravated things. From what you’ve told me, though, I don’t think you need to worry.”

Those rich tones rumbling up from his slender chest made you want to look around to see who was talking. I waited, smoking.

“The powder is there,” he went on. “But it needs a spark. If your man were to start murdering women, his second wife would have been his first victim. He wouldn’t have stopped at beating her. My own theory, which the Free Press saw fit not to print, is that the strangler suffered some real or imagined wrong at a woman’s hand in his past and that recently the wrong was repeated, either by a similar act committed by another woman, or by his coming into contact with the same woman.”

“What sort of wrong?”

“It could be anything. Sexual domination is the worst, because it means loss of self-esteem. Possibly she worked for a living, but it’s just as likely that he equates women who work with her dominance. They would be a substitute; he would lack the courage to strike out at the actual source of his frustration.”

“Suppose he ran into his mother or something like that.”

He shook his head. “Too far back. I don’t place as much importance on early childhood as many of my colleagues. Stale charges don’t explode that easily.”

“You’ve been a big help.” I said and we talked about sports and politics until my hundred dollars were up.

Seven

From there I went to the Detroit News and Barry Stackpole’s cubicle, where he greeted me with the lopsided grin the steel plate in his head had left him with after some rough trade tried to blow him up in his car, and pointed to a stack of papers on his desk. I sat on one of the antique whiskey crates he used to file things in — there was a similar stack on the only other chair besides his — and went through the stuff. It had come over the wire that morning from the Des Moines agency and the Register, and none of it was for me. Santine had held six jobs in his last two years in Iowa, fetch-and-carry work, no brains need apply. His first wife had divorced him on grounds of marriage breakdown and he hadn’t contested the action. His second had filed for extreme cruelty.

The transcripts of that one were ugly but not uncommon. There were enough articles from the newspaper on violent crimes against women to make you think twice before moving there, but if there was a pattern it was lost on me. The telephone rang while I was reshuffling the papers. Barry barked his name into the receiver, paused, and held it out to me.

“I gave my service this number,” I explained, accepting it.

“You bastard, you promised to call me before you called the police.”

The voice belonged to Constantine Xanthes. I straightened. “Start again.”

“Alexander just called me from Police Headquarters. They’ve arrested him for the stranglings.”

Eight

I met Xanthes in Homicide. He was wearing the same light blue suit or one just like it and his face was pale beneath the olive pigment. “He’s being interrogated now,” he said stiffly. “My lawyer’s with him.”

“I didn’t call the cops.” I made my voice low. The room was alive with uniforms and detectives in shirtsleeves droning into telephones and comparing criminal anecdotes at the water cooler.

“I know. When I got here, Inspector DeLong told me Alexander walked into some kind of trap.”

On cue, DeLong entered the squad room from the hallway leading to Interrogation. His jacket was off and his shirt clung transparent to his narrow chest. When he saw me his cross-eyes flamed. “You said you were representing a victim’s family.”

“I didn’t,” I said. “You did. What’s this trap?”

He grinned to his molars. “It’s the kind of thing you do in these things when you did everything else. Sometimes it works. We had another strangling last night.”

My stomach took a dive. “It wasn’t on the news.”

“We didn’t release it. The body was found jammed into a culvert on Schoolcraft. When we got the squeal we threw wraps over it, morgued the corpse — she was a teacher at Redford High — and stuck a department-store dummy in its place. These nuts like publicity; when there isn’t any they might check to see if the body is still there. Nick the Greek in there climbs down the bank at half-past noon and takes a look inside and three officers step out of the bushes and screw their service revolvers in his ears.”

“Pretty thin,” I said.

“How thick does it have to be with a full confession?”

Xanthes swayed. I grabbed his arm. I was still looking at DeLong.

“He’s talking to a tape recorder now,” he said, filling a Dixie cup at the cooler. “He knows the details on all five murders, including the blow to the cheek.”

“I’d like to see him.” Xanthes was still pale, but he wasn’t needing me to hold him up now.

“It’ll be a couple of hours.”

“I’ll wait.”

The inspector shrugged, drained the cup, and headed back the way he’d come, sidearming the crumpled container at a steel waste-basket already bubbling over with them. Xanthes said, “He didn’t do it.”

“I think he probably did.” I was somersaulting a Winston back and forth across the back of my hand. “Is your wife home?”

He started slightly. “Grace? She’s shopping for art supplies in Southfield. I tried to reach her after the police called, but I couldn’t.”

“I wonder if I could have a look at her studio.”

“Why?”

“I’ll tell you in the car.” When he hesitated: “It beats hanging around here.”

He nodded. In my crate I said, “Your father was proud of his Greek heritage, wasn’t he?”

“Fiercely. He was a stonecutter in the old country and built like Hercules. He taught me the importance of being a man and the sanctity of womanhood. That’s why I can’t understand...” He shook his head, watching the scenery glide past his window.

“I can. When a man who’s been told all his life that a man should be strong lets himself be humiliated by a woman it does things to him. If he’s smart he’ll put distance between himself and the woman. If he’s weak he’ll come back and it’ll start all over again. And if the woman happens to be married to his half brother, who he worships — ”

I stopped, feeling the flinty chips of his eyes on me. “Who told you that?”

“Your wife, some of it. You, some more. The rest of it I got from a psychiatrist downtown. The women’s movement has changed the lives of almost everyone but the women who have the most to lose by embracing it. You’re wife’s been cheating on you for years.”

“Liar!” He lunged across the seat at me. I spun the wheel hard and we shrieked around a corner and he slammed back against the passenger’s door. A big Mercury that had been close on our tail blatted its horn and sped past. Xanthes breathed heavily, glaring.

“She propositioned me like a pro yesterday.” I corrected our course. We were entering his neighborhood now. “I think she’s been doing that kind of thing a long time. I think that when he was living at your place Alexander found out and threatened to tell you. That would have meant divorce from a proud man like you, and your wife would have had to go to work to support herself and the children. So she bribed Alexander with the only thing she had to bribe him with. She’s still attractive, but in those days she must have been a knockout; being weak, he took the bribe, and then she had leverage. She hedged her bet by making up those stories about his incorrigible behavior so that you wouldn’t believe him if he did tell you. So he got out from under. But the experience had plundered him of his self-respect and tainted his relationships with women from then on. Even then he might have grown out of it, but he made the mistake of coming back. Seeing her again shook something loose. He walked into your house Alex Santine and came out the Five O’Clock Strangler, victimizing seemingly independent WASP women like Grace. Who taught him how to use his fists?”

“Our father, probably. He taught me. It was part of a man’s training, he said, to know how to defend himself.” His voice was as dead as last year’s leaves.

“We pulled into his driveway and he got out, moving very slowly. Inside the house we paused before the locked door to his wife’s studio. I asked him if he had a key.

“No. I’ve never been inside the room. She’s never invited me and I respect her privacy.”

I didn’t. I slipped the lock with the edge of my investigator’s photostat and we entered Grace Xanthes’ trophy room.

It had been a bedroom, but she had erected steel utility shelves and moved in a kiln and a long library table on which stood a turning pedestal supporting a lump of red clay that was starting to look like a naked man. The shelves were lined with nude male figure studies twelve to eighteen inches high, posed in various attitudes. They were all of a type, athletically muscled and wide at the shoulders, physically large, all the things the artist’s husband wasn’t. He walked around the room in a kind of daze, staring at each in turn. It was clear he recognized some of them. I didn’t know Alexander at first, but he did. He had filled out since 17.

Nine

I returned two days’ worth of Xanthes’ three-day retainer, less expenses, despite his insistence that I’d earned it. A few weeks later, court-appointed psychiatrists declared Alex Santine mentally unfit to stand trial and he was remanded for treatment to the State Foren-sics Center at Ypsilanti. And I haven’t had a bowl of egg lemon soup or a slice of feta cheese in months.


Robbers’ Roost

I was met at the door by a hatchet-faced woman in a nurse’s uniform who took my card and asked me to accompany her to Dr. Tuskin’s office. I hadn’t come to see anyone by that name, but I said okay. I have another set of manners when my checks don’t bounce. On the way we passed some old people in wheelchairs whose drugged eyes followed us the way the eyes of sunning lizards follow visitors to the zoo. The place was a nursing home for the aged.

“I can’t let you see Mr. Chubb,” announced Dr. Tuskin, after we had shaken hands and the nature of my visit was established. The nurse had withdrawn. “Perhaps I can help you, Mister” — he glanced down at my card — “Walker?”

He was tall and plump with very white hair and wore a three-piece suit the color of creamed anything. His office wore a lot of cedar and the desk he was standing behind was big and glossy and bare but for the card. I didn’t think he’d scooped any paperwork into a drawer on my account.

“I doubt it,” I said. “I got a telephone call from Mr. Chubb requesting my services. If he hasn’t confided in you we’ve nothing to discuss.”

“He is infirm. I can’t imagine what reasons he’d have for engaging a private investigator at this time in his life.” But his frost-blue eyes were uneasy. I played on that.

“I don’t think they have anything to do with the operation of this home or he wouldn’t have made the call from one of your telephones.” I dropped the reassuring tone. “But I have a friend on the News who might be interested in finding out why a private investigator was denied access to one of your patients.”

His face tightened. “That sounds like blackmail.”

“I was hoping it would.”

After a moment he pressed something under his desk. Reappearing, Hatchet Face was instructed to take me to Oscar Chubb’s room on the second floor. Dr. Tuskin didn’t say good-bye as we left.

Upstairs lay a very old man in bed, his pale, hollow-templed head almost lost amidst the pillow and heavy white quilt. The nurse awakened him gently, told him who I was, and moved to draw the blinds over the room’s only window, which looked out over the choppy blue-green surface of Lake St. Clair.

“Leave it,” he bleated. “It’s taken me eighty years to get to Grosse Pointe. I like to be reminded.”

She went out, muttering something about the glare and his cataract.

“As if it mattered.” He mined a bony arm in a baggy pajama sleeve out from under the heavy spread, rested it a moment, then used the remote control atop the spread to raise himself to a sitting position. He waved me into the chair next to the bed.

“I hear you’re good.”

“Good’s a pretty general term,” I said. “I’m good in some areas. Missing persons, yeah. Divorce, no. I have a low gag threshold.”

“Have you ever heard of Specs Kleinstein?”

“Racketeer. Retired, lives in Troy.”

He nodded feebly. His eyes were swollen in the shriveled face and his head quaked. “I want him in jail.”

“You, the Detroit Police, and the FBI.” I stuck a cigarette in my mouth, then remembered where I was, and started to put it away. He told me to go ahead and smoke. I said. “Sure?”

“Don’t worry about killing me. I’m hardier than I look.”

“You’d almost have to be.”

He smiled, or tried to. The corners of his lipless mouth tugged out a tenth of an inch. “You remind me of Eddie.”

“Eddie?” I lit up.

“He’s the reason I want Specs behind bars. The reason you’re here. You know about Robbers’ Roost?”

I blew smoke away from the bed. “If I answer this one right, do I get the range or the trip to Hawaii?”

“Indulge my senility. You won’t find the Roost on any map, but if you ask any old-time Detroiter about it he’ll grin and give you directions a blind man could follow. It covers ten blocks along the river in Ecorse where rumrunners from Canada used to dock during Prohibition. Eddie and I grew up there.”

“Eddie was your brother?”

“Yes and no. His last name was Stoner. My folks adopted him in nineteen twelve after his folks were killed in a streetcar accident on Woodward. You ever see an old Warner Brothers picture called Angels with Dirty Faces?”

“A time or twelve.”

“Well, it was Eddie and me right on the button. We were the same age, but he grew up faster on account of a four alarm temper and a pair of fists like pistons. When college time came and my parents could afford to send only one of us, it was Eddie who stepped aside. After graduation I joined the Ecorse Police Department. Eddie got a job delivering bootleg hooch for Specs Kleinstein.

“I asked him how far he thought I’d get in the force when it got out that I had Mob connections. He said, ’Probably chief,’ and I knocked him down for the first and only time in my life. He moved out soon after.”

Chubb closed his eyes. Whatever breathing he was doing wasn’t enough to stir the quilt over his chest. But his nostrils were quivering and I relaxed.

“One day I pulled over a big gray Cadillac for running a stop sign on Jefferson,” he went on. “Eddie was behind the wheel with a girl in the passenger’s seat and ten cases of Old Log Cabin stacked in back. The girl was Clara Baxter, Kleinstein’s mistress. Eddie laughed when I told him to watch his butt. Well, I took them in, car and all. They were back on the street an hour later with everything returned, including the liquor. That was how things worked back then.”

“Back then.” I flicked some ash into a pantscuff.

Chubb ignored the comment. “I never saw him again. That winter the river froze over, and the boats went into drydock while old cars were used to ferry the stuff across. I still have the clipping.”

A yellow knuckle twitched at the bedstand. In the drawer was a square of brown newsprint fifty years old. BOOTLEGGER DIES AS ICE COLLAPSES, bellowed the headline. I read swiftly.

“It says it was an accident,” I said. “The ice gave way under Stoner’s car and he went to the bottom.”

“Yeah. It was just a coincidence that Specs found out about Eddie stealing his woman the day before the accident and threatened to kill him. I have that on good authority.”

“You tried to nail him for it?”

“For thirty-two years, until retirement. No evidence.”

“What made you decide to try again now?” He opened his huge eyes and turned them on me. “In confidence?”

I nodded.

“This morning I had a little stroke. I still can’t grip anything with my right hand. Nobody here even knows about it. But I won’t survive another.”

I smoked and thought. “I wouldn’t know where to start after all this time.”

“You do if your recommendation is any good. Try Walter Barnes in Ecorse. He was my partner for fourteen years and he knows as much about the case as I do. Then you might see what you can do about recovering Eddie’s remains.”

“He’s still down there?”

“I never could get the city to pay out to raise a gangster’s body. The car isn’t a hazard to navigation.”

I folded away the clipping inside my jacket and stood. “My fee’s two-fifty a day plus expenses.”

“See my son. His number’s on the back of the clipping.”

“Be seeing you.”

“Don’t count on it.”

Two

I found Walter Barnes watering the lawn of his brick split-level on Sunnyside, a tall man in his early seventies with pinkish hair thinning in front and a paunch that strained the buttons on his fuzzy green sweater. He wore a hearing aid, so naturally I started the interview at the top of my lungs.

“Stop shouting or I’ll spray you,” he snapped. “Who’d you say you were?”

I handed him my card. He moved his lips as he read.

“Amos Walker, huh? Never heard of you.”

“You’re in the majority. What can you tell me about Eddie Stoner?”

“Who’d you say you’re working for?” His eyes were narrow openings in thickets of wrinkles.

“Oscar Chubb. You used to be partners.”

His face softened. “Oscar. How is he?”

“Dying.”

“I been hearing that for ten years. Who was it you asked me about?”

“Eddie Stoner.” I made strangling motions with my hands in my pockets.

His lips drew back over his dentures. “Eddie was bad. He was the reason Oscar took so long getting his stripes. The brass didn’t like having a hoodlum’s brother on the force, blood kin or no.”

“Tell me about Eddie’s death.”

His story was loaded with repetitions and back-telling, but I gathered that it was one of Barnes’s snitches who had carried the tale of Kleinstein’s death threat. Clara Baxter had blurted out the details of her fling during an argument. A scuffle with Eddie followed; Klein-stein’s eyeglasses got broken along with his nose, and he sputtered through the blood that Stoner wouldn’t see Thursday.

“Way I see it,” the ex-cop wrapped up, “Specs wormed his way back into Eddie’s confidence somehow, then let him have it in the car that night on the ice. Then he got out a spud and chopped a circle around the car so it broke through, and headed back on foot. But he never could prove they were together that night.”

“What happened to Clara Baxter?”

“She left town right after the fight. Last I heard she was back and living in Detroit. Married some guy named Fix or Wicks, something like that. I heard he died. Hell, her too, probably, by now.”

“Thanks, Mr. Barnes. Who do I see about fishing Eddie’s remains out of the river?”

He turned off the nozzle and started rolling up the hose with slow, deliberate movements of his spotted hands. “In this town, no one. Money’s too tight to waste solving a murder no one cares about anymore.”

“I hope you’re wrong, Mr. Barnes,” I said. “About no one caring, I mean.”

He made no reply. For all I knew, his hearing aid needed fresh batteries.

Three

A Clara Wicks and two C. Fixes were listed in the Detroit directory. I tried them from my office. The first was a thirty-year-old divorcee who tried to rape me over the telephone and the others were men. Then I got tricky and dialed the number for C. Hicks. No answer. Next I rang Lieutenant John Alderdyce on Detroit Homicide, who owed me a favor. He collected on a poker debt from a cop on the Ecorse Police, whose wife’s brother knew a member of the city council, who had something on the mayor. Half an hour later Alderdyce called back to say that dragging for the submerged car would start first thing in the morning. Democracy is a system of checks and balances.

There was still no answer at the Hicks number. The house was on Livernois. I thought I’d check it out, and had my hand on the door handle of my war-torn Cutlass when two guys crowded in on either side of me. Together they’d have filled Tiger Stadium.

“You got a previous engagement, chum,” said the one on my left, a black with scar tissue over both eyes and a sagging lower lip that left his bottom teeth exposed. His partner wasn’t as pretty.

I was hustled into the rear of a dark blue Lincoln in the next slot down, where Gorgeous sat next to me while the other drove. After that the conversation lagged.

Kleinstein was leaning on a cane in the living room of his Troy townhouse when we entered. His white hair was fine over shiny scalp and his neck and hands were spotted, but aside from that he was the Specs whose picture I’d seen in books about Prohibition, down to the thick eyeglasses that had earned him his nickname. He had on a pastel blue sport shirt and gray trousers with pleats.

“You’re working for Oscar Chubb.” His Yiddish accent was faint but there. “Why?”

“I’m supporting a habit. I have to eat every now and then.”

His cane slashed upward. A black light burst inside my temple. I reeled, then lurched forward, but the gargoyles who had brought me stepped between us. Unarmed that day, I relaxed.

“Next time don’t be flip,” warned the old man. “What’ve you found out?”

“If you hit me with that cane again I’ll make you eat it.”

Gorgeous lumbered toward me, dropping one shoulder. I pivoted and kicked. The side of my sole met his kneecap with an audible snap. Howling, he grasped it and staggered backward until he fell into an overstuffed chair. He started to blubber. His partner roared and lunged, but Kleinstein smacked the cane across his chest, halting him.

“All right, you’re a hardcase. The cemetery’s full of them. Some guys are just too dumb to scare. You’re here because I want you to know I didn’t kill Stoner.”

“Who told you I cared?”

He smiled dryly. The spectacles magnified his eyes to three times their normal size. “Let’s stick to the subject. Five witnesses swore I was nowhere near the river that night.”

“My client says different.”

“Your client is senile.”

“Maybe. We’ll know for sure tomorrow. The City of Ecorse is raising the car Stoner died in.”

He didn’t turn pale or try to walk on the ceiling. I hadn’t really expected him to. “How much evidence do you think they’ll find after fifty years?” He flushed. “Look at this house, Walker. I’ve lived like this a long time. Do you think I’d risk it on a cheap broad?”

“Maybe you wouldn’t. The old Specs might have.”

He spat on the carpet. The thug in him would always come through in moments like this. Turning to the uninjured flunky: “Take this punk back to his building and get a doctor for Richard on your way back.” To me: “Step soft, Walker. Things have a way of blowing up around people I don’t like.”

I took him literally. When the gorilla dropped me off I checked under the hood before starting my car.

Four

The Hicks home stood in a seedy neighborhood where old jalopies went to die, a once-white frame house with an attached garage and a swaybacked roof, surrounded by weeds. When no one answered my third knock I tried the door. It was unlocked.

The living room was cozy. Magazines and cheap paperbacks flung everywhere, assorted items of clothing slung over the shabby furniture and piled on the colorless rug. In the bedroom I found a single bed, unmade, and a woman’s purse containing the usual junk and a driver’s license in the name of Clara Hicks, aged 68. I was in the right place. A small, functional kitchen boasted an old refrigerator, a two-burner stove, and a sink and counter where a sack of groceries waited to be put away. The sack was wet. Two packages of hamburger were half-thawed inside.

There was a throbbing noise behind a side door. My stomach dropped through a hole. I tore open the door and dashed into a wall of noxious smoke. She was lying in the back seat of a six-year-old Duster with her hands folded demurely on her stomach. Her mousy gray hair was rumpled, but aside from that she was rigged for the street, in an inexpensive gray suit and floral print blouse. I recognized her sagging features from the picture on her driver’s license. Coughing through my handkerchief, I reached over the seat to turn off the ignition and felt her throat for a pulse. After thirty seconds I gave up.

I climbed out and pulled up the garage door, gulped some air, then went back and steeled myself to run my fingers over her scalp. There was a sticky lump the size of a Ping-Pong ball above her left ear.

Five

Two hours after I called him, I was still sitting in a chair in the kitchen talking to John Alderdyce. John’s black, my age, and a spiffy dresser for a cop. In the garage they were still popping flashbulbs and picking up stray buttons.

“It could be suicide,” I acknowledged. “She bought groceries today and left that hamburger thawing out in case you boys in Homicide got hungry.”

The lieutenant made a disgusting noise. “That’s what I can always count on from you, sincerity,” he snarled. “The M.E. says she probably suffered cardiac arrest when the blow was struck, an hour or so before you found her. Who would you fit for it? Specs?”

“Maybe. I can’t help wondering why, if he was going to do it, he didn’t have her iced fifty years ago. The fact that I was with him about the time she took the blow means nothing. He could have had it catered. You’d better talk to Barnes.”

“Not that I wasn’t planning to anyway, but why?”

“Aside from Specs and Chubb, he was the only one who knew I was on the case. Someone had to tell Kleinstein.”

“That opens up all sorts of unpleasant possibilities.”

“Buying cops was invented in the twenties,” I said. “Look up his record. Maybe he knows who dropped the contract on Eddie Stoner.”

“That one’s yours. I’ve got enough new murders on my hands. I don’t have to tinker with old ones too.”

I fumbled out a cigarette and stuck it between my lips without lighting it. My throat was raw from them as it was.

“Someone doesn’t agree with you. This particular old murder bothered him enough to make committing a new one seem worthwhile.”

“Barnes is the one told you about the Baxter woman in the first place.”

“He knew I’d suspect him if he didn’t. He very conveniently forgot her married name, remember. Of course, I’m assuming she hasn’t made enemies in the interim. That one’s yours.”

“Thanks. I wouldn’t have known if you hadn’t told me.”

He put away his notepad. “That’ll do for now, Walker. Your help is appreciated.”

I’d heard sweeter thanks from muggers. “Don’t mention it. Finding little old ladies sapped and gassed is a favorite hobby of mine.”

That night I dreamed I was out swimming on a warm evening when I came upon a vintage car sunk in the mud, moonlight shining on it through the water. Peering inside, I was snatched by flabby hands and found myself grappling with an old woman whose face was blotched gray with death. We rolled over and over, but her grip was like iron and I couldn’t shake her. I awoke as drenched as if I had actually been in the water.

The telephone was ringing. It was John Alderdyce.

“Good news and bad news, shamus. Sheriff’s men got Barnes at Metro Airport a few minutes ago, boarding a plane for L.A.”

“What’s the bad news?”

“We looked up his record. There’s nothing to indicate he was anything but square. I wish to hell mine were as good.”

That tore it as far as getting a good night’s sleep was concerned. I sat up smoking cigarettes until dawn.

Six

The day was well along when Alderdyce and I shared the Ecorse dock with a crowd of local cops and the curious, watching a rusty sedan rise from the river at the end of a cable attached to a derrick on the pier. Streaming water, the glistening hulk swung in a wide, slow arc and descended to a cleared section of dock. The crane’s motor died. Water hissed down the archaic vehicle’s boiler-shaped cowl and puddled around the rotted tires.

Uniforms held back the crowd while John and I inspected the interior. Decayed wooden crates had tumbled over everything. Something lay on the floor in front, swaddled in rags, and what remained of the upholstery. White, turtle-gnawed bone showed through the tattered and blackened fabric.

“Not much hope of proving he was sapped or shot,” said the lieutenant. “The denizens of the deep have seen to that.”

“Even so,” I said, “having a corpus delicti makes for a warm, cozy feeling. Is Barnes still in custody?”

“For the time being. We won’t be able to hold him much longer without evidence. What is it?”

A longshoreman who had been pressed into service to unload the cargo had exclaimed as he lifted out the first of the crates. “Awful light for a box full of booze,” he said, setting it down on the dock.

A crowbar was produced and the rotted boards gave way easily to reveal nothing inside. Alderdyce directed another crate to be opened, and another. They were equally unrewarding.

“I wonder why Eddie would risk his life for a carload of empty boxes,” I mused, breaking the silence.

Seven

In the end, it was the boxes and not the body that broke him. After an hour of questioning, Alderdyce dropped the bombshell about the strange cargo, whereupon Barnes’s face lost all color and he got so tongue-tied he couldn’t keep his lies straight. When he started confessing, the stenographer had to ask him twice to slow down so she could keep up.

Outside Oscar Chubb’s room that evening an orderly with shoulders you couldn’t hike across grasped my upper arms as I started to push past and I asked him to let go. He squeezed harder, twisting the muscle and leering. I jabbed four stiffened fingers into the arch of his ribcage. When he doubled over I snatched hold of his collar and opened the door with his head. Inside, a gentle boot in the rump laid him out on his face.

Dr. Tuskin and the hatchet-faced nurse were standing on the other side of the bed. An oxygen tent covered Chubb’s head and torso and he was wired to an oscilloscope whose feeble beep disconcertingly resembled a countdown. The noise echoed the beating of my client’s heart.

“Call the police,” Tuskin told the nurse.

“Uh-uh.” I blocked her path. “What happened?”

Tuskin hesitated. “Stroke. It happened shortly after you left yesterday. What right have you to break in and batter my staff?”

I studied the gaunt face behind transparent plastic. “Is he conscious?”

Before the doctor could respond, Chubb’s eyelids rolled open and the great eyes slued my way. To Tuskin I said, “This will only take a minute. It’ll be on tonight’s news, so you can stay if you like.”

He liked. I spoke for longer than a minute, but by then no one was watching the clock. The dying man lay with his eyes closed most of the time. I had only the peeping of the electronic whozis to tell me I still had an audience.

“I confirmed it in back issues of the News and Free Press at the library,” I went on. “That wasn’t the first load of hooch Specs paid for and never got. His rumrunning boats and cars had a habit of sinking and getting hijacked, more than those of his rivals. Eddie bought the stuff in Canada with the boss’s money, stashed part of it to be picked up later, and saw to it that the empty crates he’d replaced it with got lost. He was making a respectable profit off each load. Kle-instein got wind of it and threatened him. Eddie and Clara never were an item. That was just Barnes’s story.”

Chubb’s lips moved. I didn’t need to hear him.

“Sure you saw them together,” I said. “They were retrieving a load from one of their caches. If Barnes was Eddie’s pipeline into the police department, as he’s confessed, Clara was his spy in Specs’s inner circle, ready to sound the alarm if he ever got suspicious. When he did, Barnes panicked and had Eddie taken out to keep him from talking.”

I read his lips again and shook my head.

“No. I thought Barnes had killed him too until we checked out his alibi. The night Eddie went down, your partner was sitting vigil in a Harper Woods funeral parlor with a cousin’s remains. Two people who were with him that night are still alive, and they’ve confirmed it. There was only one other person who had a stake in Eddie’s death, who he would have trusted to go with him that last night.”

His lips didn’t move this time. I hurried on.

“It was the girl, Mr. Chubb. Clara Baxter. She shot him and spent all night chipping a hole under the car to cover the evidence. Barnes hasn’t changed much in fifty years. When I started poking around he lost his head again and tipped Kleinstein anonymously to get me out of the way while he offed Clara. He knew she wouldn’t confess to Eddie’s murder, but if Specs got suspicious and wrung the truth about the swindle out of her, Barnes was cold meat. In court he stood a chance. The underworld doesn’t offer one.”

I waited, but he didn’t respond. After a brief examination Dr. Tuskin announced that his patient had lapsed into coma. I never found out if he was conscious long enough to appreciate the fact that he’d spent half a century hating a man for the wrong reason. He died early the next morning without telling his son about our arrangement, and I didn’t have enough capital on hand to sue his estate. But I wasn’t the biggest loser by far.

Three days after his arraignment on two counts of murder, while awaiting trial in the Wayne County Jail, Walter Barnes was found strangled to death in his cell with the cord from his hearing aid. The coroner called it suicide.


Fast Burn

The old man wrestled open my inner office door and held it with a shoulder while he worked his way inside, supporting himself on two steel canes, dragging one foot behind him that clanked when he let his weight down on it. He had a corrugated brow and a long loose face of that medium gray that very black skin sometimes turns with age, shot through with concentration and pain. His brown suit bagged at the knees and no two buttons on the jacket matched.

At that moment I was up to my wrists in typewriter ribbon, changing spools on the venerable Underwood portable that came with the office, and unable to get up from behind my desk to assist him —  not that he looked like someone who was accustomed to receiving help from anyone. I simply said hello and nodded toward the customer’s chair on his side. While I threaded the ribbon through the various forks, hooks, and prongs I heard him lower himself thankfully onto semisoft vinyl and make the little metallic snicking noises that went with undoing the braces securing the canes to his wrists.

I took my time, giving him breathing space. Going to see a private investigator isn’t like visiting the dentist. I come at the desperate end of the long line of friends, relatives, friends of relatives, friends of friends, and guys around the corner whose friends owe them favors. By the time the potential client gets around to me he’s admitted that his problem has grown beyond him and his circle. So I let this one resign himself to the last stop before the abyss and didn’t realize until I looked up again that I was playing host to a dead man.

You know dead once you’ve seen it a few times, and the old man’s cocked head and black open mouth with spittle hanging at one corner and the glittering crescents of his half-open eyes said it even as I got up and moved around the desk to feel his neck for an artery he didn’t need any longer. His face was four shades darker than it had been coming in, and bunched like a fist. He’d suffered six kinds of hell in that last quiet moment.

I broke a pair of surgical gloves out of a package I keep in the desk, put them on, and went through his pockets. When someone dies in a room you pay rent on it’s only polite to learn who he is. If the driver’s license in his dilapidated wallet was valid, his name was Emmett Gooding and he lived — had lived — on Mt. Elliott near the cemetery. What a crippled old man was doing still driving was strictly between him and the Michigan Secretary of State’s office. There were twelve dollars in the wallet and a ring of keys in his right pants pocket, nothing else on him except a handful of pocket lint and a once-white handkerchief that crackled when unfolded. He was wearing a steel brace on his left leg. I put everything back where I’d found it and dialed 911.

The prowl car cop who showed up ten minutes later looked about 17, with no hair on his face and no promise of it and a glossy black visor screwed down to the eyes. He put on gloves of his own to feel Gooding’s neck and told me after a minute that he was dead.

“That’s why I called,” I said, knocking ash off a Winston into the souvenir ashtray on my desk. “I wanted a second opinion.”

“You kill him?” He laid a hand on his sidearm.

“I’ll answer that question when it counts.”

Creases marred the freckles under his eyes. “When’s that?”

“Now.” I nodded at the first of two plainclothesmen coming in the door. He was a slender black with a Fu Manchu moustache and coils of gray hair like steel wool at his temples, wearing the kind of electric blue suit that looks like hell on anybody but him. I knew him as Sergeant Blake, having seen him around Detroit Police Headquarters but not often enough to talk to. His companion was white, short, fifteen pounds too heavy for department regs, and a good ten years too old for active duty. He had a brush cut, jug ears, and so much upper lip it hung down over the hollow in his chin. I didn’t know him from Sam’s cat. You can live in a city the size of Detroit a long time and never get to know all the cops on the detective force if you’re lucky.

Blake’s flat eyes slid over the stiff quickly and lit on the uniform as he flashed his badge and ID. “Anything?”

“Just what’s here, Sarge,” reported the youngster, and handed me a glance meant to be hard. “Suspect’s uncooperative.”

“Okay, crash.” And the uniform was off the case. When he had gone: “They’re running too small to keep these days.”

The short fat cop grunted.

“Amos Walker, right?” Blake looked at me tor the first time. I nodded. “This is my partner, Officer Fister. Who’s the dead guy?”

I said I didn’t know and gave him the story, leaving out the part about searching the body. Cops consider that their province, which it is. Fister meanwhile wrapped a handkerchief around his fingers and drew the dead man’s wallet out of his inside breast pocket. He had probably run out of surgical gloves years ago. He read off what mattered on the driver’s license and inventoried the other contents. Blake watched me carefully while this was going on, and I made my face just as carefully blank. At length be gave a little shrug. That was it until the medical examiner arrived with his black metal case and glanced at Gooding’s discolored face and looked at his fingers and took off the dead man’s right shoe and sock and examined the bottom of his foot and then put all his instruments back in the case, humming to himself. He was a young Oriental. They are almost always Orientals; I think it has something to do with ancestor worship.

Blake looked at him and the M.E. said, “Massive coronary. We’ll root around inside and spend a hunk of taxpayer’s money on tests and it’ll still come out massive coronary. When their faces turn that shade and there’s evidence of an earlier stroke” — he indicated the leg brace, part of which showed under the dead man’s pantsleg — “it can’t be much else.”

The sergeant thanked him and when the expert left had me tell the story again for Fister’s notepad and then again just for fun while the white coats came to bag the body and cart it down to the wagon. “Any ideas about why he came here?” Blake asked. I shook my head. He sighed. “Okay. We might need your statement later if Charlie Chan turns out to be wrong about the heart attack.”

“He didn’t act like someone who’s been wrong recently,” I said.

Fister grunted again. “Tell me. I never met one of them croakers didn’t think his sweat smelled like lilacs.”

On that sparkling note they left me.

Two

I spent the rest of the week tailing a state senator’s aide around Lansing for his wife in Detroit, who was curious about the weekends he was spending at the office. Turned out he had a wife in the state capital, too. I was grinning my way through my typewritten report at the desk when Sergeant Blake came in. He wore a tired look and the same shocking blue suit. There couldn’t be another like it in the city.

“You’re off the hook,” he announced. “Gooding’s heart blew like the M.E. said. We checked him out. He was on the line at the Dearborn plant till he took his mandatory four years ago. Worked parttime flagging cars during road construction for County, had a stroke last year, and quit. No family. Papers in his dump on Mt. Elliott said he was getting set to check into a nursing home on Dequindre. Staff at the home expected him this week. Next to his phone we found Monday’s Free Press folded to an article about employee theft that mentioned you as an investigator and the Yellow Pages open to the page with your number on it.”

“That was a feature piece about a lot of dead cases.” I stapled the report. “What did he want with me?”

“¿Quien sabe? Maybe he thought this was the elephant graveyard for old Ford workers. I’d care if he died any way but natural.”

“Okay if I look into it?”

“Why? There’s no one to stand your fee.”

“He came looking for help with something. I’d like to know what it was.”

“It’s your time.” He opened the door.

“Thanks for coming down, sergeant. You could have called.”

“I’m on my way home. I dropped off a uniform to drive Gooding’s car to the impound. We found it in the lot next door.”

He went out and I got up to file my carbon of the report to the woman with the generous husband. The window behind the desk started chattering, followed an instant later by a massive hollow crump that rang my telephone bell. At first I thought it was the ancient furnace blowing. Then I remembered it was June and got my .38 out of the desk. I almost bumped into Blake standing in the hall with his Police Special drawn. He glanced at me without saying anything and together we clattered down three flights to the street. Something that wasn’t an automobile any longer squatted in a row of vehicles in the parking lot next to my building with its hood and doors sprung and balls of orange flame rolling out of its shattered windows, pouring black smoke into the smog layer overhead. Sirens keened in the distance, years too late to help the officer cooking in the front seat.

Three

Shadows were congealing when I got away from Headquarters, dry-mouthed from talking to a tape recorder and damp under the arms from Sergeant Blake’s enthusiastic interrogation. The bomb squad was still looking at the charred husk of Gooding’s car, but it was a fair bet that a healthy charge had been rigged to the ignition. Gooding was Homicide’s meat now and my permission to investigate his interest in me had died with the uniformed cop. So I called an old acquaintance in Personnel at the City-County Building from a public booth and asked for information on the old man’s brief employment with the Road Commission; if I’d had brains to begin with I would have invested in two chinchillas instead of a license and waited for spring. My acquaintance promised to get back to me next day during business hours. I hung up and drove to Dearborn, where no one working the late shift at the Ford plant had ever heard of Emmett Gooding. The turnover in the auto industry is worse than McDonald’s. I caught the personnel manager just as he was leaving his office, flashed my ID, and told him I was running a credit check on Gooding for a finance company. Reluctantly he agreed to go back in and pull the old man’s file.

The manager was small, with a shaved head and a very black pointed beard that didn’t make him look anything like the high priest of the Church of Satan. He scowled at the papers in the Manila folder.

“He was a steady worker, didn’t take as many sick days as you might expect from someone nearing mandatory retirement. Turned down the foreman’s job twice in eighteen years. No surprise. It’s a thankless position, not worth the raise.”

“Is there anyone still working here who knew him?” I asked.

“Probably not. A robot’s doing his job these days.” He winced. “I had a computer expert in here recently bragging about how the machines free workers from inhuman jobs to explore their true potential. In my day we called it unemployment.”

There was nothing in that for me, so I thanked him and got up. His eyes followed me. “What’s a man Gooding’s age want with a loan?”

“He’s buying a hot tub,” I said, and got out of there.

That was it for one day. I had a bill to make out for the bigamist’s wife, and contrary to what you read, private stars don’t often work at night, when most sources are closed. The bill complete, I caught a senile pork chop and a handful of wilted fries at the diner down the street from my office and went home. There was just a black spot on the parking lot pavement where Gooding’s car had stood.

After breakfast the next morning I drove down to the City-County Building, making a gun out of my index finger and snapping a shot at the statue of the Spirit of Detroit on my way in. The Green Giant, as we call him, was still threatening to crush the family he was holding in one hand with the globe he was gripping in the other. The blunt instrument symbolized Progress.

I owed my contact in Personnel to having sprung his younger brother from a charge of assaulting a police officer upon producing evidence that the cop had a history of trying to pull moving violators out of their cars through the vent windows. It had cost me some good will at Police Headquarters, but the access to confidential records was worth it. My man looked like 14 trying to pass for 40, with freckles, hornrims, and short sandy hair parted with a protractor. Never mind his name.

“What you got?” I slung my frame into the treacherous scoop chair in front of his gray metal desk and lit up. He pushed a spotless white ashtray my way. He was one of those non-smokers who didn’t mind a little more pollution in a sky already the color of sardines. “Not a lot,” he said. “Gooding was with the Road Commission off and on, mostly off, for only about five months before taking a medical.” He told me which months. I took them down in my notebook.

“What sort of worker was he?”

“How good do you have to be to hold up a sign? Nothing remarkable on his work sheet; I guess he was reliable.”

“Where’d he work?”

He started to read off street names, quadrant numbers, and dates from the printout sheet on his desk, then swore and slid it across to me. I wrote them down too, along with the foreman’s name and home telephone number. “Anything else?”

“Nothing the computer noticed,” he said.

“Okay, thanks.” I got up, shook his hand, and went through the door, or almost. Blake and Fister were on their way in. The sergeant’s fist was raised to rap on the door. When he saw me I pulled my head back out of range. He hesitated, then uncurled his fingers and smoothed down one side of his Fu Manchu. He said: “I should have guessed. The guy in Dearborn said someone was around asking about Gooding last night.”

“Good morning, Sergeant,” I said. “Officer.”

“Let’s clink him for interfering in a police investigation,” suggested Fister. His long upper lip was skinned back to his gums, exposing teeth the shade of old plaster.

Blake ignored him. “You’re screwing around with your license, Walker.”

“Not technically, since I’m not working for anyone.”

Fister said. “The law ain’t in books, pal. It’s here standing in front of you.”

“Don’t let us walk on your heels a second time,” the sergeant said evenly. “We’ll bend you till you break.”

He walked around me into the office, followed a half-second later by his trained dog.

Four

The foreman’s name was Lawler. I tried his home number from a booth, got no answer, and called the county dispatcher’s office, where a dead-voiced secretary informed me Lawler was due at a road construction site on Dequindre at two. That gave me three hours. I coaxed my heap up Woodward to the Detroit Public Library and spent the time in the microfilm room reading copies of the News and Free Press for the dates Gooding had worked flagging cars. No major robberies or hits had taken place in those vicinities at the time. So much for the theory that he had seen someone driving through whom he was better off not seeing. Rubbing floating type out of my eyes, I put a hamburger out of its misery at a lunch counter on Warren and took the Chrysler north to Dequindre. On the way I flipped on the radio in the middle of a news report on the bombing outside my office building. The announcer managed to get my name right, but that was about all.

A crew of eight were taking turns shoveling gravel and Elmer’s Glue into a single pothole the size of a dimple at Remington. They would tip the stuff into the hole, pat it down, then walk half a block back to the truck for another load. Even then it didn’t look as if they could make the job last until quitting time, but you never know. A hardhat crowding 50, with a great firm belly and sleeves rolled back past thick forearms burned to a dark cherry color, stood with one work shoe propped on the truck’s rear bumper, eyes like twin slivers of blue glass watching the operation through the smoke of his cigarette. They didn’t move as I pulled my car off to the side a safe distance from the county vehicle and got out. “Mr. Lawler?”

His only reaction was to reach up with a crusted forefinger and flick ash off his cigarette without removing it from between his lips. Since the gesture seemed more positive than negative, I gave him a look at my license photostat and told him what I was doing there. “Gooding ran interference for your crew,” I wound up. “What can you tell me about him?”

“He knew which side of the sign said STOP and which said SLOW.”

“Anything else?”

“Anything meaning what?” He still wasn’t looking at me.

You run into him in every profession, the one bee in the hive who would rather sting than make honey. “Look,” I said, “I’m just earning a living, like you and the lightning corps here. You look like someone who’s talked to investigators; you know what I want. How did the old man get along with the other workers? Did you notice if there were any he was especially friendly with, or especially not friendly with? Did you overhear one of them saying something like, ’Gooding, I don’t like you and I’m going to blow you up in your car’? Little things like that.”

He flicked off some more ash. “I talked to investigators,” he acknowledged. “Two years ago I seen a car run a stop sign on Jefferson and knock down a kid crossing the street. When I was getting set to testify against the driver his lawyer hired a detective to follow me from bar to bar and prove in court I was a drunk and an unreliable witness. Yeah,” he said, spitting out the butt, “I talked to investigators.”

He walked away to look down into the pothole. I stood there for a moment, peeling cellophane off a fresh pack of Winstons. When he didn’t return I put one in my mouth and went back to my car. A lanky black with a scar on his jaw and his hardhat balanced precariously on the back of his head climbed into the passenger’s seat.

“I heard you talking to Lawler, mister,” He talked through a sunny grin that brightened the interior. “He’s not a bad dude; he’s just had a run of bad luck.”

“Must be tough.” I touched a match to my weed and shook it out. Waiting.

“I knew Emmett Gooding some,” he said.

I waited some more, looking at him. His grin was fixed. I got out my wallet and held up a ten-spot between the first and second fingers of my right hand. When he reached for it I pulled it back. He shrugged and sat back, still grinning.

“Not enough to say much more than ’Hello’ to,” he went on. “There’s like a wall around those old men, you know? Except to Jamie.”

“Jamie?”

“James Dunrather, I think his right name was. White dude, about twenty-two. Long greasy blond hair and pimples. Lawler canned him a couple of weeks back for selling dope on the job.” He shook his head. “Ugly scene, man. He kept screaming about how he could get Lawler killed. Lawler just laughed.”

I scraped some dust off the dash with the edge of the bill. “Dun-rather and Gooding were friends?”

“Not friends. Jamie had a way of talking at you till you had to say something back just to get him to stop. I seen him talking at the old man that way on lunch break. Not the old man exclusive, mind you, just anybody close. Gooding was the only one that didn’t bother to up and walk away.”

“What’d he talk about?”

“Mostly he bragged about what a bad dude he was and all the bad dudes he knew. What you expect to hear from a part-time pusher. Then Gooding got sick and quit. But he come back.”

“To work?”

He shook his head again. “He come to where we was tearing up pavement on Eight Mile. It was about a week before Jamie got canned. Man, Gooding looked about a hundred, leaning on them canes. He talked to Jamie for maybe ten minutes and then left in that beat-up Pontiac of his. Rest of us might’ve been in Mississippi for all the notice he took of us.”

“You didn’t hear what they were talking about?”

“Man, when that Rotomill starts ripping up asphalt — ”

“Yeah,” I said. “Where can I find this Dunrather?”

He shrugged, eyeing the sawbuck in my hand. I gave it to him.

“Hope that’s worth the job.” I nodded through the windshield at Lawler, watching us from beside the pothole. My angel grinned with one foot on the pavement.

“Affirmative Action, man,” he said. “It’s a sweet country.”

Five

I made contact with Barry Stackpole at the News, who kept a personal file on street-level talent for his column. Jamie Dunrather had a record as long as Woodward Avenue for pushing pot and controlled substances, but no convictions, and an alias for each of his many addresses. Recent information had him living in a walkup over an adult bookstore on Watson. I promised Barry a dinner and tooled downtown.

There was a drunk snoring on the bottom step inside the street door with flies crawling on his face. I climbed over him and up a narrow squawking staircase with a gnawed rubber runner between mustard walls sprayed all over with words to live by. The upstairs hallway smelled of mold and thick paint that was fresh when Ford started paying five dollars a day. The building was as real as a stained Band-Aid on the floor of a YMCA pool. I rapped on Dunrather’s door and flattened out against the wall next to the hinges, gripping the butt of my .38 in its belt clip. When no bullets splintered the panel I tried the knob. It gave.

Unclipping the gun, I pushed the door open slowly, going in with it to avoid being framed in the doorway. The shade was drawn over the room’s only window, but enough light leaked in around it to fall on a ladderback chair mottled with old white paint, a dented table holding up a dirty china lamp and a portable TV, and a bed with a painted iron frame. The man dangling from the overhead fixture cast a gently drifting shadow as he twisted in the current of air stirring through the open door. He had a flexible wire like they hang pictures with sunk in the flesh of his neck, and his frog eyes and extended tongue were pale against his purple face. He was wearing faded jeans and track shoes and a red T-shirt with white letters that said MAKE ONLY BIG MISTAKES. You had to smile.

A floorboard sighed behind me while I was comparing the dead man’s acned complexion and lank dishwater locks to my informant’s description of Jamie Dunrather. I turned about a century too late. Later I thought I’d heard the swish, but all I was sure of was a bolt of white pain and a black mouth swallowing me.

Six

“Put this where it hurts and shut up.”

I’d expected gentler words on my way through the gates, but after staring for a moment at the wet handkerchief folded on the dusty pink palm I accepted it. I found the sticky lump behind my left ear with no trouble and fought back fresh darkness when the cold damp cloth touched the pulpy mass. Bitter bile climbed my throat. My thick tongue made me think of Dunrather and thought of Dunrather made the bile rise. I swallowed, vaguely conscious of having spoken.

“Did I say anything worth holding against me?”

Sergeant Blake ignored the question. He was sitting on the ladderback chair with his hands on his knees and his face too far from the floor where I was lying for me to make out. But I recognized the suit. Now I became aware of movement around me, and spotted the white coats from the morgue. They had freed the body and were wrapping it. Fister stood by watching.

“Bag his hands,” Blake told them. To me: “I’m betting the wire made those cuts on his palms. He wouldn’t grab it that tight unless he was trying to save his life. It wasn’t suicide.”

I said, “The guy who slugged me must’ve been hiding behind the door. He had to go past the drunk on the stairs on his way out. Maybe the drunk saw something.”

“The drunk’s at Headquarters now. But he was as gone as you, and the guy took the service stairs out back when he heard us coming. We found this on the steps. He tossed my wallet onto my chest. “It’s been dusted. He wore gloves. If he didn’t know who you were before, he knows now. Feed it to me.”

I fed it to him, starting with what I’d learned at the road construction site. From past experience I didn’t try to sit up. A pillow from the iron bed was under my head, which was full of bass fiddles tuning up.

“I say clink him,” Fister put in. “It’s his putzing around scared the killer into icing Dunrather.”

“Unless Dunrather killed Gooding,” I said.

Blake said, “No, it’s good business not to clog up an investigation with too many killers. We got the same information you did by threatening to take Lawler downtown, and traced Dunrather through the computer. On our way up here we heard a street door slam on the other side of the building. Those new security places with no fire exits to speak of spoiled us; we didn’t think to look for a back way.”

I turned the handkerchief around to the cool side. “The bombing story hit the airwaves this afternoon. He’s mopping up. Dun-rather was a braggart, a poor risk.”

“Everything about this case screams contract.” The sergeant considered. “Except Gooding. There’s no reason a pro would bother with an old man like that, and he couldn’t have expected anyone but Gooding to blow up in Gooding’s car.”

I said, “He’s too sloppy for a pro anyway. If a seasoned heavyweight wanted Dunrather’s death to look like suicide he wouldn’t have let him cut up his hands that way.”

“Now that he knows who you are and how close you are, whoever he is, I guess maybe we saved your butt by coming in when we did.”

“You never get a flat tire when you need one,” Fister growled.

Blake leaned his forearms on his knees. “Cop killings are messy, Walker. Third parties tend to stop lead. It doesn’t matter much to the guy who stops it whether it came from a Saturday Night Buster or a Police Special. Fister will type up your statement and we’ll collect your signature later. You want a ride home?” He stood.
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