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It is a sin to believe evil of others,
but it is seldom a mistake.


—H. L. MENCKEN




This book is for my children,
Lee and Andrea




JOHN HOWARD JOURNEY is a name I seldom use. That name appears at the head of my syndicated crime column, but to a few friends—more than five is a dangerous commitment of emotion and, if you drink, a hazard to health—I am simply Jack Journey. In the last quarter of the twentieth century, for reasons initially unclear to me, I stumbled beyond the library and the typewriter and became involved in one of the most sensational murders of my era—the killing of the governor’s son. Charlie Lindquist, my chief researcher for more than a decade, was dining with me in Chicago on the night it began.
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HE was at the edge of my eye, grinning, purring at the bar. Orja Wren made a point of coming to Albert’s Cafe on Clark Street precisely at seven on Tuesday evenings; he knew I would be there. He would lounge at the bar in rumpled clothes, sipping sickeningly sweet black Russians, cracking his face into painful, toothy smiles at me. I ignored him. Every Tuesday evening the same pathetic game. He taunted me for my mistaken friendship with him, long ago crushed. I pretended not to see him.


At my elbow, Charlie cut his steak into small pieces on his plate, separating them and scrutinizing each piece as he forked it, careful not to consume the hated fat, then popping the meat quickly into his mouth, the muscles of his large jaw working hard as he chewed.


“Why do you always order rib-eye steak? It’s the toughest steak in the business.”


“It’s a workingman’s steak. I’m an average guy. I eat the food of the people.” He jerked his fork toward my plate, empty now of the well-done filet. “Tenderloin is for aristocrats.” He shot another piece of rib eye into his mouth, then looked up curiously at a large man in a light brown suit approaching us. “You know this guy coming toward us?”


“Frank Ackerly, city dick.”


Ackerly moved ponderously around the tables toward us, looking at us with the traditional stare of the in-charge cop. He was a roundhouser who broke arms for years on the narcotics beat, who slugged it out with three mainliners once in the central lockup when one of the dopesters grabbed his partner’s weapon. His partner, Bill Brex, had been careless in the elevator going up to the lockup. He had been battered unconscious, but Ackerly, a beefy guy weighing about 200 pounds, took the bad boys in a slug-match still talked about at headquarters, battling them in the elevator for nine floors. When the doors opened, Ackerly was sitting on all three jittermen, with Brex still out in the corner. Ackerly and Brex didn’t speak to each other after that unless duty demanded. Ackerly was a hard man.


He sat down heavily at our table, stretching his arms and folding his hands in one movement suggesting prayer or threat. “The wordsmith and his pal,” he said through a crooked smile.


“You’re Ackerly, aren’t you?” Charlie said with little concern, continuing to munch his rib eye. “Down at Homicide?”


“You know who I am, Lindquist. Your boss here is always sendin’ you down to steal mug shots from our files.”


Charlie put down his fork softly. “I don’t steal anything down at Homicide. Photos and records are released officially down there for Jack’s column, a column you cops are damned glad to have.”


“What do you want, Ackerly?” I said to him.


He twisted his body instead of merely his head to look at me.


“And they’re public records, too,” added Charlie, injured. “You can’t steal public records!”


“A little favor,” Ackerly said to me through grim lips, the words running out quickly.


“What kind of little favor?”


“You know Dumas McKeekin, right?”


“Correct.”


“They say McKeekin is the best criminal lawyer in town.” Ackerly’s head began to dip perceptively, a downward movement, as if to signal his distaste for seeking favors.


“You know he is—you’ve probably lost some of your best pinches to him.”


Now Ackerly was rubbing the back of his head, scratching through his bushy salt-and-pepper hair. “I got a friend in trouble—a cop named Al Thorko. Retired. He shot a kid tryin’ to get into his buildin’. They’re gonna call it manslaughter maybe. McKeekin can get him off with no worry.”


“Maybe. What do you want from me?”


His head whipped up and his face pressed forward with a look of intimidation he had undoubtedly practiced upon a thousand suspects. “I want you to call him for my friend Thorko. Ask him to take the case.”


“No thanks.”


“Whaddya mean, ‘No thanks.’ What kind of answer is that?”


“A favor is one thing, a commitment another. I don’t know this bird Thorko. Maybe he hated that kid for ten years, the loudmouthed neighborhood kid who conveniently got too close to his back porch one night and—bang ! “I slapped my hands together loudly for emphasis, drawing some quick glances from neighboring tables. “He settled his hate with a bullet. And I rope McKeekin into that?”


Shaking his head, Ackerly leaned even closer with confidential indignation and bad breath. He pronounced his words as if reading a citation for police heroism. “Al Thorko won sixteen badges of merit for bravery when he was on the force. A finer cop never lived. That kid was armed with a thirty-eight, two knives, and a homemade garrot made of chicken wire and steel handles. He was inside the apartment, going at Al’s throat when Thorko shot him. But the kid is Spanish, you know, in a Spanish neighborhood, and now the happy residents are screamin’ for Thorko’s neck. And they’ll probably get it if someone like McKeekin doesn’t defend him.”


“I did a favor once like the one you’re asking for.”


“So?”


“I wound up behind the proverbial eight ball. Right over there at the bar.”


Ackerly’s gaze followed mine to rest on Orja Wren. “Who’s that?”


“That, Detective Ackerly, is the eight ball. His name is Orja Wren. He’s a musician, a horn player of some note years back. I’ve known him for a decade. About a year ago his wife was found murdered, a butcher knife plunged into her back up to the hilt. She was found in the kitchen of her home that way by Wren, who was taking a shower when she was killed—he said. He called the police and was waiting for them, still dripping, with only a towel wrapped around him when they arrived. There were no other suspects, just Wren—my friend. He begged me to get McKeekin to defend him. I believed his innocence. I convinced McKeekin. And Orja Wren went free from murder one. Not a week has gone by since he skipped out of the courtroom when he hasn’t made a point of telling me that he was guilty, that he did it. ‘I did it,’ he tells me, showing those yellow teeth. It’s his great pleasure to tell me that, Ackerly. I’m supposed to know something about criminals and crime. I’m supposed to be able to read a person, or so I’ve tried to convince myself, and yet there the man stands, a self-admitted murderer I helped save from what used to be called the death house, reveling in my gullibility, jabbing me with his goddamned double jeopardy. So that’s why no more favors.”


“I’m gonna fix that guy some night,” Charlie said without ardor, but as a consoling comment to me.


“Just cause some creep like that pulls one off don’t make Thorko a murderer.” Ackerly studied me for a moment. “You know what kind of person I am, Journey. I never took a dime. I believe in good police work. Al Thorko trained me. What’s inside of me is inside of him. So how about it?”


I lifted the ornate wineglass in front of me and drained the white wine, a superb Bordeaux. “I’ll think about it, Ackerly.”


“You can give me an answer right now.” His voice had plenty of bark in it.


“I’ll call you tomorrow and let you know.”


He disliked waiting. Ackerly was a cop to the marrow, and any pause to ponder was the stall of the guilty. He sat back, the leather chair squeaking under the weight of his heavy body, his face shadowed by the chair’s large, round wings.


Digging into my coat pocket, I pulled out my cigarette filter, then inserted a cigarette into it, holding it up to Ackerly for a moment. “Trying to quit. But it’s no good, really. Just conning myself.”


Ackerly’s concern over the harmful effects of smoking upon my lungs and heart was perfectly expressed when he tore a handkerchief from his breast pocket and dug into his large, bulbous nose, his stare constant in my direction.


“I’ll call you tomorrow about McKeekin,” I repeated.


With a sudden shove of his feet,. Ackerly backed up his chair and rose. His eyes darted about Albert’s Cafe, half-empty now, too rich with red plush, pewter table settings, and flickering candles for the neighborhood, but, I’m sure, in the eyes of Frank Ackerly, the place was the epitome of what he thought me to be—ostentatious and posturing—and maybe I was. The tough cop stood there studying us as one might contemplate two loaded barrels of garbage.


Charlie pushed his plate away in disgust. “You’re spoiling my meal with all this tension, Ackerly.”


“You stay out of this, you picture thief!” Ackerly’s growl was subdued but promising.


Charlie threw down his fork on the plate so that it clinked loudly. “That’s it. I can’t swallow another piece of steer. What’s the idea of chasing us down like this when we’re eating, huh?” He shook his large head, blond hair short and combed flat down, a sad shake. “You coppers think you can roust anybody you want anytime, anywhere. Huh?”


More often now, it seemed, Charlie opened his mouth and the Brothers Warner pranced out. He was not a cruel man, but one of the streets. He had once managed a revival movie theater. The dear dialogue of the silver screen and that of Chicago’s streets in the early 1980s had formed a curious blend of speech in him, comfortable with secret nostalgia for Charlie, unnerving for those who waited beneath his nasal badgering. I sometimes sputtered his infectious patter myself out of arcane loyalty to his images of dead film stars, and because I loved my friend.


There was great deliberation in Ackerly’s voice: “I know all about you, Lindquist. You wheedled a deputy sheriff’s badge and that gives you the right to pack that iron on your hip—don’t deny you got a piece—but—” He wagged a meaningful finger. “If you ever use that piece, you’re gonna be doin’ your crime research behind bars.”


“Yeah? Well, you got a piece on your hip, too. Only you think that makes the world your victim, copper.”


“Forget it,” I told Charlie, backhanding the sleeve of his suit coat. I said to Ackerly: “I’ll call you at Homicide, in the morning.”


“Good,” grunted the tough cop, but his look remained glued to Charlie for slow moments. He then gave me a quick nod and moved off into the darkness of the cafe. I saw him leave like a shadow slipping out the door.


“You left a lot of steak, Charlie. Why not finish your dinner?”


“I can’t, not after getting a gander at Ackerly’s hands. The guy’s walking around with last year’s dirt under his nails.”


Danny, the waiter, ambled over to our table after seeing my short wave of the hand. I signed the bill.


“No dessert, Mr. Journey?”


“I’m afraid not—dessert is a thing of the past for me. Watching my weight.”


Danny smiled, taking a step back as if to give me the expert once-over. “Why, there’s no fat on you—you look fine. You’re a young man. You don’t have to worry about weight. Now me, I’m sixty-four. At that age you watch things like desserts.” He glanced a Charlie’s plate with genuine concern, noting the steak still present. “Was everything all right, Mr. Lindquist?”


“Fine, everything was fine,” Charlie sighed.


“So long, Danny,” I said, patting his back. “See you next Tuesday.”


“Good night, Mr. Journey. Always a pleasure.”


We walked to the foyer. As I turned, I had a long view of the bar. Orja Wren stood facing me, holding up his glass slightly, a little toast in my direction. Charlie turned at the same time to see him distinctly mouth the words “I did it.” We walked down the stairs to the front door, watching traffic glide past on the grimy street.


“Why do you go on taking that from him, Jack?” Charlie stared straight ahead at the street.


There was no point in answering him. I was thinking about all the near-middle-aged reasons for not having dessert. I was getting wary about life, or what was on the other side of it. At twenty-nine a small ache, a tiny pain, a short spasm in the body was utterly ignored. But it was ten years later from twenty-nine, and when the body twitched now, I was sometimes like a man worriedly looking over his shoulder at common noises, now suspicious, and asking: “Who’s there?”


“I’ll get that Wren someday,” Charlie was telling the street.


“That’s my business,” I said.


He turned his head to me, his large forehead wrinkled, a pained expression around his blue eyes. “How come you didn’t ask me if I wanted dessert?”


“Come on.” I opened the restaurant door with one hand and gently guided him outside with the other.
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IT was unusually warm for early November. We drove north on the Outer Drive with the windows open, a treat. Lake Michigan stretched flat, slightly quivering, to our right, and over its dark mass hovered a sky like summer might bring, cloudless, flecked with glinting stars.


“How are the columns coming?” Charlie asked.


“Okay.”


“They have to be done by Friday morning.”


“I know my own deadlines, Charlie.”


“I got to get them out of here by Friday morning. Two hundred newspapers and periodicals across the country—” He grinned perversely. “All waiting.”


“Okay.”


He gave me a large smile. “Well, you know you write better under pressure.”


“I write better under pressure, not persecution. Is Harry finished with the sketches?”


“Just the way you wanted them. A mad woman running through the woods holding a crystal ball, and a skeleton on display in a courtroom. What gives?”


“The first deals with a case up in Connecticut in the 1840s, a cute little lady who claimed she could read the future, especially the death of the wife of the man she wanted. An early-day ESP murder without the ESP. The other story is about a reluctant woman murdered in Delaware by two thugs who wanted to sleep with her. They killed her in 1929 in front of witnesses but the law couldn’t pin it on them. No corpse. The lovely lady’s body was thrown down a well and found ten years later. Johnny Law grabbed the thugs and put them on trial with the skeleton of the unfortunate stretched out on a courtroom table as exhibit A. It was the first and only time the remains of a dead victim appeared at the trial of its killers. They were found guilty. Life.”


“How’d they know who the skeleton really was?”


“Teeth never lie. The old dental check.”


“It’s always so tidy, the way you write them, Jack.”


“That’s the nice thing about the past—all the time in the world to solve the crime. March right after it up through the years until the killer is there on page twenty, confessing to his local priest at deathbed. You ought to know. You do the marching.”


“I’m a marcher all right,” Charlie said tiredly.


“You know, I’ve been thinking about Ackerly. He’s not a bad guy.”


“He’s a slob—calling me a thief! I wouldn’t ask that guy for help if my life depended on it.” He gave me a sideways glance.


“Maybe I’ll give McKeekin a call anyway.”


“You got a whole belly full of sentiment, don’t you? Hey! Watch that guy in front!” Charlie jammed his feet downward, put his hands forward on the dash as if to brace himself.


The car just ahead, a yellow sports car, swerved into our lane. I pedaled the brake lightly, on and off, pulling into another lane without jerking the wheel. With a screech of spinning tires the yellow car spun off the roadway and onto the grassy embankment, coming to a skidding stop just as we passed it.


“That stupid son of a bitch!” Charlie was holding on to the dash, an unthinking aftershock. “Why do people drive like that? They’re crazy, just crazy!”


It didn’t worry me. I gave the yellow sports car one look, could see no one behind its tinted windows. That car was driving itself. There was no one inside of it, no one I knew. My anger could be hard and selfish, too.


I pulled off the Drive at Montrose and within four blocks came to a stop opposite Charlie’s place at Wilson and Sheridan.


“See you in the morning,” he said, reaching for his briefcase, which was in the back seat. He jumped out, then ran across the street to his old man’s boarding house. I watched him dash up the stairs, stopping to tum beneath the stark light above the front archway to give me that short wave and then disappear into the building. The neighborhood had changed since Charlie was a kid but he had stayed on. He lived with his old man in a big white building that had remained neat and well lit, and where the fifty-dollar-a-week guests bathed in glistening old porcelain tubs and went to sleep on clean, crisp sheets. Lindquist was the family name now; the old man had changed his name from Riley when he was a hunted member of the IRA in 1922; he had spilled too much kerosene on British buildings.


I studied the gloomy street. A few doors from the boarding house sat a run-down small hotel that had once been owned by the great confidence man Joseph “Yellow Kid” Weil. It was called the Martinique then and the Kid, dapper with spats and wing collar and diamond studs, could be seen twirling his Malacca cane outside while the neighborhood teemed with high rollers and fur-wrapped cuties. And the towering Plaza Hotel was at the corner, the pride of Uptown then. Now the neighborhood was gone to shambles, a ghetto for encroaching blacks, defiant poor whites from Alabama, and drunken Mexicans and Indians without work, a ghetto passing for a neighborhood. Yet Charlie and his old man stayed on, as if a point of honor glued them to their native geography, as if to say, go ahead, Chicago, fall down, but no blind staggers for us. And the property was still worth money.


I began the drive home. A lake wind increased the farther north I drove on the Outer Drive. To the east a storm was hurrying toward the city, the sky bursting with pink and white lightning through rumbling darkness. The lake was yet still, but in hours it could boil, roar, and lash at the rocks along the shore. Soon the temperature would cower beneath the freezing mark and hide there until May, when it would race upward into sweat-dripping heat. No real spring, no fall for Chicago. A two-season town it has always been.


The sudden appearance of Frank Ackerly swirled in my thoughts. It was very convenient for me to listen and advise. His friend’s problem might be cancerous but held no danger for me. It was like another book of historical murder, a horror headline distant in print. Ackerly’s friend was now a remote casualty of public concern. He belonged exclusively to his own notoriety now, and to the public.


But try his position—what’s his name—Thorko? An impossible question. My life was of old orders, predictable orthodoxy. I yet thought of myself as one with youth, but suspicion of change, of age, now also had a shadow in me where it could grin and lurk. The question was possible.


Imagine, though, how would it be inside, involved completely in murder, swimming and sinking in those night waters with no land in sight. What would you do? How would you feel? It wouldn’t be a matter of feelings, only survival. Feelings would burst later. Shock, fear, feelings all come later. First you survive.


It occasionally pleased me, this perverse fantasy, to slip into the dark worlds of the terrified and damned, nudging trauma I had not known in years, where naked morality strutted, ordinary passions fled, and superlative hell reigned.


A wide, white bolt of lightning seared across the grumbling, black November sky. The cracking sound startled me for an instant and I felt the car moving under me, smelled the stale ashes in the cigarette tray. My eyes searched the depth of the car’s headlights. I composed and chanted aloud: “Poe, and Doyle, and Nancy Drew, for frigid nights this fireplace brew. Hotcha!”
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I TURNED off the Drive and headed north down the high-rise passage known as Glitter Gulch, then right into my town house parking area, aiming the big Pontiac into the small garage built in another day before big Pontiacs were envisioned.


Up the stairs of an open passageway between two rows of three-story town houses, listening while the wind whistled on the private beach behind my house, I stood with the storm door being blown hard against me, trying to work the lock. It was open. I walked inside to find, sitting between the walls of books, Eden Barce, waiting.


She stood up. Lean, ash-blond, Nile green eyes, her small features a blank, she walked toward me. “I was lonely.”


“I forgot I gave you a key.” I had known her a month, met her in an Irish bar of ill repute, a dirty little place with bad beer and worse customers. People you meet in bars are best forgotten instantly, but I had this weakness for Eden, as if her well-being depended upon me.


“Let me take your jacket. You look tired.” She took the jacket and draped it on the banister that spiraled upstairs. “Do you want a drink, some coffee or tea?”


“Tea would be fine.”


She swung past me into the kitchenette and put on the kettle. “Have a nice dinner?”


I went to the wall phone in the kitchenette and dialed Dumas McKeekin’s number. “It was filling.”


“How’s Charlie?”


“The usual, a barrel of laughs.” I looked at my watch. Ten thirty. McKeekin would probably be in bed.


“Hello,” came a sleepy voice.


“Dumas? Journey. I hope I didn’t wake you.”


“No, no. What’s up? Need some facts on graft for that column?”


“I need a favor.”


“Go ahead. I owe you a couple.”


“You know a cop named Al Thorko?”


He took his time answering; the silence was an answer and it was no, I don’t want to take on any cops.


“He’s in a spot. He needs the best man in town.”


“Cops don’t have any money.”


“I hear he’s a good cop, well, a retired cop.”


“Where did you hear that?”


“From another cop.”


“Astounding.” He yawned into the phone, sucking in his breath and letting it out slowly.


“You could see him. It would be a novelty, don’t you think—you representing one of the good guys for a change.”


McKeekin grunted. I could hear him lighting his pipe and then puffing hard on it. I could imagine the smoke coming out, like that of a steam engine, between his sighs. “Maybe he’s innocent, but he’s probably broke.”


“All the better for a big shot like you to take him on. Show the boys downtown the Darrow in your heart.”


“Oh, Christ, don’t throw Clarence Darrow at me in the middle of the night. That poor bastard died broke. Well . . .” There was a rustling sound, like an unhappy lawyer adjusting his pillows. Only the crackle of the bad connection was heard. I stayed inside his silence. “God-damnit, I don’t believe in professional generosity,” he finally belched. “Every creep and gimmy-cracker has the same tale.”


“It would make a swell story, how the criminal lawyer in town went to bat for a retired cop and maybe saved his life for nothing beyond the love of the law.”


After a pause he said: “God, now I know your nauseating side. All right, I’ll see the guy—but don’t write a column like that on me. It stinks. I’d look like the bozo of the Western World.”


“Thanks, pal.”


“Yeah, yeah, yeah . . .” He hung up.


“Who was that?” Eden stood next to me, holding a steaming cup of tea. “One of your underworld chums?”


“Underworld,” I said, taking the tea and sipping it. “There’s romance in that word. I know some reformed characters who help me out now and then. McKeekin is a lawyer. I asked him to take on a case. He agreed.”


“Why would he do that for you?”


“Because he once worked for City Hall in the days of Daley. The boondogglers got to him. He decided to practice law on the other side. He has what they call a conscience. We play poker sometimes and he loses to me.”


“Did you get your two columns finished?”


“Not you, too. First Charlie on my back, now you.”


She smiled and sat down next to me on the couch, slipped her milky arm about my shoulder; she wanted to be pals. I put down the cup of tea, turned, and embraced her, kissed her full on her small lips; her lower lip was fleshed out and pouting. “I only asked because I want you to stay ahead of your work. It’s important.”


“It’s a living. I give the lady what she wants.”


“Anything you say, quick thinker.” Eden was up, easing out of her skirt, her long, tapering legs a delight to behold. She crossed in front of the coffee table and dropped the skirt on a chair with a slow movement of outstretched arm, her index finger and thumb releasing the garment quickly, her gay imitation of yesteryear’s society chanteuse gone wrong. Then she wore only a black silk blouse with large white buttons shaped in faces of cartoon characters, panty hose, and high-heeled tan shoes that were back-strapped above thin ankles. I sipped my tea and leered at her over the rim of the cup. She exaggerated her walk, with hip swaying, to a short, well-stuffed swivel chair and plumped down on it, swinging it about with her legs displayed over the edge.


“Cute,” I said, and moved to the swivel chair. I held her lightly on the arms. She slipped out of the blouse and left me holding it. “I’m tired. I need rest. A hard day at the office.” She sauntered toward the stairs leading to my office and bedroom, slipping the straps from her bra with a little laugh. I followed her upstairs. She moved into the bedroom.


I went into the bathroom and began to brush my teeth. “Don’t you want to brush your teeth?” I called to Eden.


“I had them bronzed last week,” she answered from the bedroom. “I’ve been thinking about your column. I read it and I wonder why you’re so preoccupied with evil, you know?”


“Don’t use ‘you know,’ ” I said through a mouthful of foaming toothpaste. “It’s unnecessary.”


“Why crime?” she persisted in her playful little girl’s voice.


“Being inherently good, I understand evil. It’s my job therefore to ferret out evil from the thick layers of the past and remind my readers of true right and wrong. Crime, hell, it’s dramatic, it’s got everything—conflict, terror, and on rare occasions, a few three-and-a-half gainers.” I looked into the mirror at the black stubble of a beard, thought I might shave, and dismissed the idea. I combed my hair instead; the short gray hairs seemed more numerous at the temples. “You could ask Dostoyevsky the same question. Why crime? Or Scott Fitzgerald and his Gatsby, or Theodore Dreiser and his hero of An American Tragedy.”


“You’re putting yourself in with some heavy company,” Eden called out.


“Dreiser sat for months at the trial of a guy named Chester Gillette after the fellow had drowned his pregnant girlfriend in Big Moose Lake in upper New York State in I 906. That’s how Dreiser got his best story. Murder. The worst thing a human can do to another, murder.”


“No, love is the worst.”


She was in bed when I entered the room. She watched me with that million-mile stare, green eyes wide, as I undressed. “You’re the fastidious one, aren’t you. I like the way you fold your trousers. Every move economic. The shirt, then the pants, then the undershirt and shorts. I like the calf-length socks. Leave them on. They’re exciting.”


I took off the socks and dumped them into the hamper. Eden slid further beneath the gold quilt until only her pretty face showed.


I sat naked on the edge of the bed, having a cigarette, staring dumbly at the towering stack of books on my bed-stand.


“Why don’t you put out the cigarette and stop turning your back to me?”


I put out the cigarette, turned off the light. She moved over and cuddled, putting her head on my chest. The light from the street came through the blinds in gray, ghostly slivers. The traffic outside slid by on oily pavement. I slipped my arm about her, my hand reaching a small breast, fondling it. The phone rang.


“Damn,” I said for her benefit. I reached over to the nightstand and fumbled for the phone. “Yeah?”


It was Leila. “Jack, darling,” she said in that low voice of a decade ago when we were busy destroying our marriage. “You forgot to send me my check, sweetheart.”


“I’ll send it in the morning.”


“Are you busy?”


“Yes.”


“Are you alone?”


“We are born alone, live alone, die alone.” Well, Thomas Wolfe had written that to his mother.


“The check, Jack darling.” Her voice had oddly lost its endearing warmth.


“I’ll send it in the morning.”


“Uhhh, one more little thing, Jack.”


“What might that be?”


“It’s Henry, your dog.”


“What’s Henry been up to now? Get one of the local ladies pregnant? Besides, Henry is your dog now. You wanted to keep him. You got him.”


“I can’t stand him anymore. He just moons around, and the hair, Christ, I’ve got his hair everywhere in this house—I even found some in my panties.”


“Henry’s shedding. It’s that time of year.”


“He’s going bald! All over me! It’s disgusting! Henry’s got to go—over to your place.”


I sat up, angry. “Oh no you don’t, Leila. You insisted on keeping Henry in the divorce. You’ve had him for three years now. Suddenly he’s a burden and you think you’re going to dump him on me. That’s out, got me?”


She cooed: “Well if you love Henry so much, it shouldn’t be a bother.”


“I’m seldom home. I’ve got columns to write, people to see, places to go. Henry would be lonely. You must realize that Henry is probably shedding so much because he’s unhappy. You’ve got to be nice to him.”


“You be nice to that little bastard—he’s going over to your place and damned soon, period!”


“Good night, Leila.”


“Good night, Jack sweetheart.”


The mouthpiece of the phone fell off the cradle as I tried to put it back in the darkness. I swore, retrieved it, and slammed it back.


“Your ex?” Eden was all the way on the other side of the king-sized bed.


“Uh-huh.”


“What did she say?”


“I think I feel a hot breath on my bank account.”


“Or saliva.”


“What a way with words you have—you ought to be a writer.”


Eden was up on one elbow, blond strands of shoulder-length hair falling over the hand that propped up her head. “I know what you think of advertising copy, but it’s all writing. I’m good at it.”


“You sure are,’’ I said, and moved over to her, turning her slowly toward me until our bodies met, warm bodies yawning and reaching, then filling and being filled with each other. We were at it for twenty minutes. Then naked on the bed, the quilt kicked onto the floor; our gasps had sunken to sighs. “Should I go?” she asked finally. “Should I take a cab home?”


“No, I’ll drive you to work in the morning.”


“I’m going to sleep,” she said, curling the quilt around her petite body.


“Dream on, dollfeather.”


Dollfeather was asleep in minutes. She didn’t snore, but I did, so it was best I fell off last. I didn’t want to wake her. She was a sweet kid, but thirteen years younger than I, and there was all that time and talk and long living and a half-dozen cities never between us. She liked the discothèques, the grind of the rock, trinkets that sold for young fortunes, names in the news, and I heard about it from her too much. And I heard about the ages. She was twenty-six, I was thirty-nine. Someday she would be fifty and I would be sixty-three. Someday she would be sixty-five and I would be dead.


I couldn’t sleep. Getting up, I moved downstairs quickly. The place was cold and my naked body shivered. Retrieving a chunk of Gouda cheese from the refrigerator, I cut a slice and gobbled it. A half bottle of Bordeaux was in the wine rack and I washed the cheese down with that. Once more upstairs, I covered Eden with the quilt and began to slip beneath it. Just as I was dozing off, the phone jumped again.


“Hello,” I muttered.


Charlie was on the other end of the line, excited.


I looked at the clock. It was a minute to midnight. “Calm down, Charlie,” I said. “What happened? Your old man’s boiler blow up?”


“Better,” he said. “Arnold Donkersloot was on the line a few minutes ago with a zinger.”


“Who’s Donkersloot?”


“Lieutenant Donkersloot, detective, Homicide, Ninth Division.”


“What did the amazing Mr. Donkersloot have to tell you, Charlie?”


“I hope you’re ready for this. The son of the governor-elect of the sovereign state of Illinois has been slaughtered in his bed, in his father’s mansion.”


“Slaughtered?”


“Slain, killed, murdered, croaked. Day Ashmore’s dead. Someone used his body to carve on. Donkersloot says his corpse looks like meat market beef.”


“Why call me? The daily news boys hound out that stuff.”


“Nobody’s been called in. The press don’t even know about it. The Conant Township police have kept it under the blankets for an hour. They finally turned it over to the city cops. Donkersloot owes me plenty. I talked Captain Cederholm into giving him his last promotion. So he says that if you want the exclusive on this, he can arrange it. Turns out Governor Ashmore is a fan of your column, thinks you’re a gentleman, not like them drink-cadging bums on the papers. He wants you to handle it, and right now. Pick me up in a half hour and we can make it out there in an hour or so from my place.”


“Sounds daffy to me.” I thought of Governor-elect Maitland Ashmore, his college-boy son, his expensive wife, his millions from the Midwest RR. “I don’t know what I can do, but I’ll be along. Get dressed.”


“I am dressed. You get dressed.”


When I put down the phone, Eden was sitting up in bed. “ I guess you won’t be driving me to work.”


“Why don’t you stay here, sleep. Take a cab in the morning.” I was dressing fast, slipping on a tie that was already knotted.


“Wear the tweed sportcoat,” she said in a sleep-clogged voice. “Looks good on you.”


I put on the tweed sportcoat. Leaning over, I kissed Eden. Her face was back on the pillow, eyes closed. Her beautiful mouth moved slowly: “Don’t you ever get tired . . . of writing . . . about thugs . . . ?”
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WE drove into the tidy little hamlet of Conant, a town with a population of no more than 3,000, where the gutters were clean and the shops expensive. There were three banks in Conant. A lot of Chicago money was stacked in those banks. Industrial tycoons and real estate magnates had made those banks necessary and fat when they had settled on sprawling estates in and around the town, their town. The chief depositor and royal-robed citizen of Conant was the tall, dark-haired Maitland Ashmore, a man of another century, whose speech and manner befit that of gentlemen in top hats, or at least black fedoras.


Ashmore’s money came in two ways. He had inherited the Midwest RR from his paternal grandmother when that colorful lady suffered an attack of apoplexy after submerging herself in a tub of ice water to cool off her overheated body one muggy day. More millions were added to the Ashmore coffers when he divorced his first wife, a comely person who did not share his political ambition to blow voters through his horn of plenty, and married a social lioness, one Jeanne de Bougainville, heiress to a wealthy wine merchant’s fiefdom in upper New York State. Ashmore’s popularity at the polls was, no doubt, fixed by the broadly accepted idea that the wealthier the politician, the more honest the man in office, which, I guess, means that his greed had already been satiated, a notion having nothing to do with persons accustomed to more of everything all the time, a person exactly like Maitland Ashmore.


“None of this makes sense,” I told Charlie, nudging him from a half sleep with my elbow, holding on to the wheel of the car as we glided over a newly paved blacktop road leading from Conant to the northwest, heading for Ashmore’s huge estate.


“It’s a burning story,” Charlie said with a grave voice. “The way Donkersloot told it to me was that the kid—I think he was going on twenty—was found by Mrs. Ashmore in his room. It was like a slaughterhouse. She got hysterical, ran back to the bedroom, and got Ashmore out of bed. He grabbed a flashlight and a gun and went running about the place looking for the intruder. The Conant police arrived and threw up their hands. They begged the Chicago cops to come in and take over the case. You know the plea—we got no forensic medical lab, we got no decent print section, we got nothing but guns and badges, please help us out, fellas. So now it’s a Chicago case, all the way up here in pretty Conant.”


The roadway was lined now with shooting elms; almost all the elm trees had died in Chicago. Too much concrete, too much polluted air, and no one to stop the bark disease that took the elms. No one cared, so the elms were dead in Chicago, but they were healthy and towering about the estate of Maitland Ashmore, the governor-elect. Through the gaps in the trees I could see the large white house ablaze up on the hill. Inside that white-pillared mansion, a boy lay slain.


State police cars were squatting like beetles at the entrance where wrought-iron gates yawned. Piled up at the entrance were several TV trucks, their crews cursing and raging at the police, whose killing courtesy and polite refusal to allow them to enter the Ashmore estate had them horned-toad angry.


“Hey, I know that guy!” shouted one newscaster as we pulled up to the gates; he was a TV star of the first magnitude whose reporting abilities were summed up in his white trench coat, which he wore to all big stories, and whose pay for being “street-wise and an authority”—an authority on what, his station’s promotions never said—topped a quarter of a million a year. “Hey, hey,” he shouted, trying to get around two state troopers, who gently held him back, “Jack Journey, it’s me, Hawley Mance. Mance, Mance, do you see me? How about getting us in there? How about it? Mance, it’s me, Hawley Mance.”


I pretended not to see Hawley Mance as he waved frantically over the crossed arms of the cops, his white trench coat gleaming in the moonlight.


Officers in wide-brimmed hats approached us. Charlie showed one his deputy sheriff’s badge.


“Don’t mean a thing in this county, that star.”


“This is Jack Journey, the columnist,” Charlie said, waving at me.


The trooper looked inside. He thrust a flashlight through the window, its glare blinding me for a moment. “I can see it’s you, Mr. Journey. So you think Lizzie Borden has been getting bad guff all these years, huh? I read that column where you whitewashed that ax-slinging bitch.”


“She was acquitted,” I said, staring into the light.


“So what? Everybody knows she bumped the old folks.”


“Officer,” Charlie groaned to the state cop, “Governor Ashmore is waiting for us.”


“Yeah, yeah,” the sergeant said. “I know. I got your name on the list.” He waved his flashlight. A beam of light up the long driveway near the top of the hill responded. “Okay, you can go up.” He thumped the car door and grinned. “I’ll be waiting to read your column on this one, oh boy!”


As we drove through the gate, Hawley Mance was more than sorely vexed, bumping up against the locked arms of the cops and screaming: “You son of a bitch, Journey! I’ll remember this! WXDD will remember this, you bastard!”


The private road was crawling with state police. They were also in the meadows and the woods to the north and west. Their flashlights jiggled and bumped in the night as they worked over difficult, unknown terrain. “Christ,” I said. “Look at this mess. What a circus. Just the way it was when the Lindbergh boy was snatched. The state police stomped all over the scene then, wiping out almost any clues that were available. Why, one bird even walked off with Hauptmann’s ladder.”


“There’s some say Hauptmann didn’t do it.”


“He did it. He had the ransom money. He built the kidnap ladder, a crafty carpenter. They matched the wood of the ladder to missing boards in Hauptmann’s attic. Wood is like fingerprints, the grain, the texture, is never the same. And there were witnesses that pointed Hauptmann out in court as being the man picking up the ransom, as being seen driving around the Lindbergh place. There will always be those claiming Hauptmann didn’t do it, or Jesse James didn’t do it, or Adolf Hitler didn’t do it. Nobody did it, see, Charlie? They all died from indigestion.”
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