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Chapter 1
Alpha


The walkers were strung out around the cruciform perimeter of the mall, some in pairs and chattering away, the solitary ones leaning into it with the grim determination of one trying to stay a step ahead of the Reaper. In spite of having witnessed that parade for over fifteen years, I was struck that morning for the first time by the symbolism of their going counterclockwise. 

Leo and I were at a table on the terrace between Lincoln Court and the inside entry to Lincoln Inn. A retiree like most of the walkers, Leo kept his distance from them, having little patience with their gossip, complaining, and, sometimes, maudlin foolishness. 

“According to this, Cleary,” Leo said from behind his Chicago Tribune, “Joe Whitehead showed up in Peoria yesterday wearing a bulletproof vest.” 

I lowered my News-Gazette. “Tell me more,” I said. 

“Says he’s been getting death threats but vows to continue his campaign for the governorship — I’m quoting here — ‘undeterred and unbullied.’” 

Whitehead had recently announced that he was moving his campaign headquarters from his home base in the suburbs to Downstate, and his stop in Peoria was the first in his search for a location. His next stop was Lincoln Court, any moment now if he was on schedule. Why he would consider an undersized and failing shopping mall was beyond me, but already some merchants were pressuring Art Ziemann, Lincoln Court’s manager, to offer him a sweet deal in the hope that his presence might somehow tip the balance in favor of survival. If he did choose Lincoln Court, and if it was true that he had received death threats, I’d be curious to know what might be expected of me. I had busted my share of shoplifters, managed to keep the homeless from making the mall their home, even rousted the occasional bathroom dope smoker, but I was fairly certain that protecting a politician from an assassin’s bullet wasn’t in my job description. 

I went back to reading the News-Gazette. The shops would open in ten minutes. Art had moved back Sunday’s opening time to get the jump on Prairieview Shopping Center in Champaign, which opened at noon, and perhaps to squeeze a few coins from the Brethren, whose services in the Community Room on the lower level ended at eleven o’clock. Art had been desperate for any competitive advantage since the announcement by Craddock’s, Lincoln Court’s anchor and only department store, that it would close for good at the end of the year or when inventory was liquidated, whichever came first.

Across the way, Eddie Braun lifted the security grate halfway up in front of his jewelry store, ducked under it, and emerged onto the concourse with a mug of coffee. A flat gold chain visible through the open collar of his black silk shirt, diamonds on his left pinkie and left ear, hair slicked back and shiny, Eddie could have been a wiseguy in a Scorcese film. He came across and stood on the other side of the railing, effectively joining Leo and me at our table.

“Another damn day,” Eddie said. He gestured with his coffee mug to indicate the walkers. “Look at this sorry bunch — fossils on fixed incomes, and I’m pushing high-end merchandise.” 

Bob, in coveralls, trundled up from around the corner with his cleaning cart and stopped near Eddie. Eddie slid a finger along the underside of the gold chain and scanned like radar over Bob’s head.

“Food’s as good as gone,” Eddie said. “As of January one we’ll be without an anchor. I guarantee you, if nobody fills that space it’ll be plywood over the windows and weeds in the parking lot.” 

Bob shook his head and made a ticking noise with a corner of his mouth. “It’s like I always say,” he said, but, as usual with Bob, it was unclear what he always said or what was like what he always said. 

“I took in seventy-five dollars yesterday,” Eddie said, “less than that the day before. This keeps up, I’m headed for Prairieview, high rent or no. At least I can make a living there.”

“The wife’s out to Prairieview just about every day,” Bob said. “She says the place is full up.”

“Businesses come and go,” Eddie said. “My lease expires in five months, and I’m on Prairieview’s waiting list. Art knows it, too. He cuts me some slack on a new lease or I’m out of here. Maybe I’m out of here anyway.”

“You should move to downtown Champaign,” Leo said. “There’s no jewelry there since Raskins pulled out.” 

 “If I didn’t know better,” Eddie said, “I’d think you were trying to get rid of me.” Eddie reached across the railing and took hold of Leo’s left pinkie. “Nice rock. You have good taste for an old fart.” 

Leo pulled his hand away and shielded himself from Eddie with his newspaper. 

Alice, in her own world, a shopping bag weighing down her right side, appeared from somewhere and sat wearily on a bench in the middle of the concourse and commenced mumbling to herself. 

Jess and Margaret passed, a husband-and-wife pair of retired English teachers who walked in the mornings. Eddie smiled at them with a kind of deferential puzzlement, as at members of that mysterious class that value the artistic arrangement of words more highly than gems and precious metals. 

“I got a mother in a nursing home,” Eddie said. “I got support payments and lady friends with expensive tastes. I can’t make a living here anymore.” 

Some of the Brethren came up the stairs into the sunlight pouring through the fenestrated vault over the south concourse. They squinted, shaded their eyes, and looked around as if just released from prolonged underground confinement. Among them was Mrs. Orville Sharpe, the reverend’s wife. She was a massive, formidable woman, and her six children seemed to stay in tow behind her by gravitational pull. The reverend trailed them in his powder-blue, western-cut polyester suit and bola tie. He looked weary and vaguely perturbed; his combover needed combing over. Hard to credit that he was the same man I had heard declaiming with such vehemence only a half hour before as I passed the Community Room, something from Zephaniah about owls hooting through the windows and rubble in the doorways.

“And the people said...”

“Amen!”

I made a mental note to try to find out if the women among the Brethren were called the Sistern. 

Eddie sipped coffee and shook his head. “I got news for you, without an anchor, you don’t have a shopping mall.” He pointed to where Adolpho was opening his pushcart full of brightly colored baubles, garments, and accessories from Central and South America. “What you got is a flea market!”

 “They say if Whitehead gets elected,” Bob said, “Roger Worthington’ll get the backing he needs to turn this place around like he’s been planning.”

“They say!” Eddie said. “I say we’ll be lucky to make it to Christmas and Worthington will go to his grave with those big plans of his still on the drawing board. Besides, Whitehead’s a dozen points behind in the polls.” 

“Ten,” Leo said from behind his Trib. “Which may be the least of his problems if somebody out there’s got a bullet with his name on it. Speak of the devil.”

Joe Whitehead, the Republican candidate for governor, came through the north doors escorted by his retinue, Beth Childress, and some members of the press. They walked down the concourse, stopped for a moment while Beth gestured and spoke, then moved to the center of the mall. 

I slugged down the remainder of my coffee, stood, and folded the newspaper under my arm. “Time to go to work,” I said. 

“You call that work?” Eddie said. 

Eddie went back to his store and lifted the security grate all the way up. Bob moved on with his cart. Leo stayed put. I left the terrace and moved to the perimeter of Whitehead’s entourage. As I did, Roger Worthington marched through the south entrance, a briefcase in one hand and a tube of blueprints in the other. He shot a look toward the knot of people at the center then took the stairs two at a time up to his office suite overlooking the south concourse. 

A young guy in a navy-blue blazer came and stood next to me and looked me up and down, as if trying to assess whether I posed a threat to Whitehead’s safety. On that day, as always, I would have had trouble passing for a security guard. When I first hired in, Jerry Burnside, owner of the security firm with which the mall had a contract, gave me an ID badge and said he’d like me to work in slacks and a decent shirt but that I needn’t wear a tie or uniform. Since then I’ve worn the semi-tattered Harris tweed sport coat and one-hundred percent cotton pants and shirt, somewhat rumpled since I didn’t own an iron and never sprang for dry cleaning, that I wear virtually everywhere. I got out my ID — DEVIN CLEARY / SECURITY — and pinned it to a lapel of my sport coat. The guy in the blazer looked at it and wrinkled his nose. He moved off but kept an eye on me. 

Reporters fired more or less simultaneous questions at Whitehead. Did he take seriously the threats on his life? Would he speculate on their source? How did he plan to close the double-digit gap in the polls? Was there any truth to the rumor of a deal between him and Roger Worthington — a hefty campaign contribution in return for his support, if he were elected, for Worthington’s plans to redevelop and expand Lincoln Court? Why was he moving his campaign headquarters from the suburbs to Downstate? 

As Whitehead started to speak, a press guy in the rear yelled one more question. 

“Are you wearing a bulletproof vest?”

 

 




Chapter 2
The Candidate


In that off-year election of 1986, Joe Whitehead faced challenges that he hadn’t faced two years earlier when he won a second term as state senator: He didn’t have Ronald Reagan’s coattails to ride, and he needed to carry not only his safe, Republican district in the western suburbs, but all of Illinois. That second one probably explained his decision to relocate his campaign headquarters to Downstate. He must have calculated that the Republican suburbs and Democratic Chicago would cancel each other out and that the Downstate vote would determine the outcome. 

His Democratic opponent was Illinois Secretary of State Gerald Price. He had a squeaky-clean reputation and occupied the office, with its high visibility and name recognition, that in Illinois had become a stepping stone to the governor’s mansion. Most of the smart money was on Price. Perhaps the only drag on his prospects was Tony Quinn, his running mate, a gruff, crude, partisan remnant of the Chicago Democratic machine.

Price’s lead in the polls hovered around ten points through the summer. It rose to as high as fifteen when Whitehead’s philandering emerged as an issue; fell below ten when the Republicans brushed the cobwebs off corruption charges against Quinn from a decade previous; rose again and leveled off when, at a Cicero American Legion dinner, Whitehead referred to Chicago’s West Side as “Gorillaville.” It was on the heels of that performance that he showed up in Urbana. 

Apparently satisfied that all the questions had been asked, Whitehead spoke.

“I’ll save for last the question referring to threats on my life,” he said. “As for those poll numbers, I’ve never been a great believer in polls, but I suppose they tell us something, and what they tell me is that this election will be decided right here, in Downstate Illinois. But of course that’s not the main reason I’m here.” 

For too long, he said, the “honest, hard-working people of Downstate” have been overlooked and taken for granted, this in spite of contributing mightily to a state economy that is larger than that of most countries. He was here “by golly” to see that we got the credit we deserved. 

“Now, as for those threats against my person...” He dropped the corners of his mouth, firmed up his chin as best he could, punched the air with a finger. “Joe Whitehead is not about to let cheap thugs interfere with the democratic process. Joe Whitehead doesn’t back off from anybody, individual or mob.” 

His use of that last word suggested that he might be trying to plant the idea that the threats had come from organized crime, which had been making murderous headlines in recent months and against which he had been railing since announcing his candidacy. 

If that was Whitehead’s intention, I wasn’t buying it. The mob wasn’t likely to target a guy ten points behind in the polls. It was then and there, in fact, that I began hatching my own theory about the source of those threats.

“As for the question about the bulletproof vest,” he went on, “the answer is no, I’m not wearing one. The one I wore in Peoria was on loan from the police there. I’m confident that I don’t need one here among the law-abiding folks of Urbana.” 

His security people seemed less certain of that. The guy who had checked me out, having decided I was harmless, moved watchfully around the fringe of the group. Another, a young jock in sunglasses, conned and rocked on the balls of his feet; he might have been auditioning for a part in an action-adventure film. 

Whitehead appeared ready to move on. He still hadn’t addressed the question about the rumored deal between him and Roger Worthington. The reporter who had asked it asked again, with studied patience and in measured tones.

“Have you and Roger Worthington made a deal — your backing, if you’re elected, for his plans to redevelop and expand Lincoln Court, in return for a hefty contribution to your campaign?” 

Before Whitehead could answer, another reporter added one of his own. 

“Speaking of that, Senator, is there anything to the talk that says you’ll pick your campaign headquarters based on which town’s special interests come up with the biggest campaign contribution?” 

Whitehead looked stern, as if at impertinent youth. “First, no such deal between me and Mr. Worthington has been made or is in the works. Nor am I aware that he has revealed any plans for this place or indicated when he might do so. I’ve heard of Lincoln Court’s troubles, and it’s my sincere hope that they can be overcome, if only for the welfare of the good people whose jobs are at stake. If I can make some small contribution by running my campaign from here, so be it, but I have to weigh other considerations.”

He paused and looked straight at the reporter who had piggybacked his question onto the one about Worthington. He arched an eyebrow and swelled his chest. 

“Anybody who knows Joe Whitehead,” he said, “knows that Joe Whitehead can’t be bought. Will politics play a part in my choice? Sure it will. But my main concern is to see that the hard-working people of Downstate Illinois get a fair shake.”

All along, Beth Childress had been nodding in earnest, making notes on a pad of paper, conferring in whispers with Whitehead’s people. Forgive her, but she now had to remind us that the senator was a busy man. She took him by the elbow, a gesture I knew all too well, and steered him off and away. 

I later learned that Whitehead spent that night at Lincoln Inn. The next day he made some stops around town, including one at Prairieview Shopping Center, which although “full up,” was also on his list of potential sites, and then was off for Decatur. 

After the buzz stirred up by his visit subsided, business at Lincoln Court returned to normal, which is to say not so much back to traffic in money and merchandise as to rumors and speculation on its demise, with one difference: For some, the sliver of hope left in Whitehead’s wake changed the question about the ultimate failure and closure of the mall from when to whether.

 




Chapter 3
A Sinking Ship


Lincoln Court had begun listing around 1975, when Prairieview Shopping Center opened in the northwest corner of Champaign. Perhaps the only thing that kept it afloat was its proximity to downtown Urbana and the University of Illinois. Students came and shopped, but the group with the most serious buying power were the yuppie TINKS (two incomes, no kids) from the U of I — faculty and staff, researchers, and administrators. Our surveys indicated that they liked the boutique feel of many of Lincoln Court’s shops and its smaller size compared to Prairieview, which they disdained for being too large and too commercially crass. 

They came mainly in mixed-gender pairs, fit and purposeful in wire-rimmed glasses and dressed in crisp, casual cottons from Eddie Bauer or L. L. Bean. The male usually managed to look both sensitive and intellectually formidable, the female like the first chair in the cello section of the symphony. At Crackers `n’ Crates they agonized over which chocolates to give to Mother the Belgian or the French? Did one have unclean hands in the Third World? And they simply couldn’t decide between the Birkenstocks and the Rockports. 

The seniors constituted most of the remainder of the traffic. They walked in the mornings before the shops opened, some staying into the day, gabbing and gossiping on the benches. But they did more talking and walking than shopping.

Adding color to the mix were Urbana’s marginalized citizens, the homeless and indigent old, who drifted in to seek refuge from the elements, to use the bathrooms, sometimes to panhandle until I or one of my colleagues rousted them. I always found it fascinating that the downtrodden passed in and out of the same doorways as people with international reputations in the arts and sciences. Beth’s take on the same phenomenon was to lament that zoning laws didn’t prevent the unwashed and uneducated from mingling with more enlightened segments of society.

And so it was that Lincoln Court hung on for more than ten years. 

Then in early August of 1986, Craddock’s, which accounted for about half the mall’s retail square footage, dropped the atomic bomb, announcing that liquidation sales would begin in November and that the store would close at the end of the year at the latest, and maybe sooner.

After that announcement, rats began deserting the ship. Within a month, four more tenants either left or announced their intention to leave. Art Ziemann began positioning pushcarts and kiosks in front of vacant storefronts, the better to mask the malls’ plight; it wasn’t long before they outnumbered viable storefronts. When Darlene’s, a women’s apparel store and the biggest draw besides Craddock’s, pulled up stakes, one could almost hear the creak of the coffin lid coming down.

All the while, rumors ricocheted like bullets. One had Lincoln Court folding before Craddock’s could close; another had a big-name department store chain lined up to take its place. 

And then there were the long-awaited and mysterious plans of Roger Worthington to buy out and redevelop and expand Lincoln Court, along with Lincoln Inn, elegant going to shabby. If he had been waiting for its prospects and its price to hit bottom, then surely he must be ready to make his move. (Never mind the opinion held by some that it had no price and never would have, no matter how bad things got, that the Parishes, Lincoln Court’s owners, would never give it up or allow it to be altered along the lines Worthington was rumored to have in mind.) 

In spite of my personal stake in how things turned out — with no marketable skills to speak of, I faced the possibility of losing the job that had kept me solvent for over fifteen years — I managed to observe the entire affair with a certain amount of amused detachment: Few spectacles elicit less sympathy from me than the desperation of merchants. 

It was in the wake of the news of Craddock’s imminent closure that Joe Whitehead, a U of I law school graduate, put Lincoln Court on his list of possible sites for his campaign headquarters. Some insiders thought his setting up at the mall might tip the scales in favor of survival by reversing the psychology of doom that had set in; others pointed out that his would be a short-term presence and add nothing to the retail mix. With death threats hanging over his head, some even wondered if he might scare off what few customers we had left. As for the rumors of Worthington’s grandiose plans and their linkage to some kind of deal with Whitehead, Worthington had hinted at those plans for so long that he had lost credibility in the eyes of a lot of people. Besides, Whitehead could weigh in on Worthington’s behalf only if he were elected governor, and the chances of that looked poor. 

Soon after Whitehead’s visit, Art told me that he had learned that his people were concerned about security here. He had learned too that the Urbana police put the word out that they shouldn’t be counted on to lend a hand with security if Whitehead located at Lincoln Court. Granted, he was a public figure involved in an important public process, but Lincoln Court was private property. And yet, word leaked from Whitehead’s camp that he had narrowed his choices, and that Lincoln Court was still in the running.

In the next few weeks, Whitehead returned to town a couple of times to campaign. On one occasion he showed up again at Lincoln Court. It was during that visit that whatever hope remained of his locating here seemed to be dashed. As Beth Childress escorted Whitehead around, an urgent voice at high volume rang through the mall: 

“I’ll kill ‘im. I’ll kill the son-of-a-bitch. I get my hands on ‘im, I’ll kill ‘im.” 

When the flap subsided, we learned that it was mad, homeless Charles, who had frequented the premises between times in jail or in hospital psychiatric wards. He had been put on release again, and upon breathing free air had almost immediately reverted to his schizoid-paranoid self. Useless to argue that Charles was harmless, the newspapers reported that Whitehead’s advisors were urging him to drop Lincoln Court from his list. 

In mid-August, the Illinois legislature was called back into session to deal with emergency budgetary matters. Whitehead reported to Springfield. As he entered the Senate chamber one morning he told reporters that he would reveal the location of his new campaign headquarters within a few hours. 

By the time I got back to my apartment that night after work, I had heard nothing on the subject. I spent the evening reading and scribbling and out of touch with the news. My shift the next day started mid-morning. When I went in, I had still heard nothing about Whitehead’s decision. I went to the Lincoln Inn desk, took one each of a Trib and a News-Gazette from the stacks there and joined Leo on the terrace. He was looking sly. I guessed that he had heard the news but wasn’t going to spoil it for me. 

The coverage of Whitehead’s press conference wasn’t on page one of the Trib. Schooling myself in patience, I read the front page first and worked my way in until I found it on page four: Joe Whitehead had chosen Lincoln Court for his campaign headquarters. I read it again to make sure I had it right. 

He attributed his decision to the affection with which he had come to regard Champaign-Urbana and the U of I since his days as a law student. He admitted that other factors carried some weight but denied, apparently in the face of a direct question, that he had struck a deal with Roger Worthington, insisting that the decision came down to “reasons of the heart.” He expected to begin moving in within a week. 

I lowered the Trib and looked across at Leo. 

“Reasons of the heart?” I said. 

“Right,” Leo said. “And if you believe that, I’ve got a bridge to sell you.” 

“It doesn’t say here what space he’s moving into.”

“Darlene’s,” Leo said. “It’s the right size and the right price, this being a renter’s market.” 

Art Ziemann appeared next to me across the railing, looking fretful and burdened. Art always looked fretful and burdened, so I didn’t think much of it. He leaned toward me and said almost in a whisper, “I need to see you in my office. Come around eleven o’clock.” 
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