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For Franny and Alice

And new arrival Hank,

Linebacker to the world!






It takes equipment.

—Raymond Chandler
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

IN THE 1930S, IN THE New York office of the New Masses, deep thinkers in Trotsky glasses called it social realism, no matter the medium. They saw it as one more siege engine in the destruction of capitalism, and a party duty. However, Americans wanted stories, not lectures. STIX NIX PROLIX PIX. Hollywood, then full of clever, quick-thinking pulse-readers, got it right. They called the genre, in its cinematic form, the message picture. Although that meant a hard look, through drama, performance, and cinematography, at some part of the system gone wrong, crushing the common man, it also promised more picture than message. Moguls hated it—“If I want message, I’ll get Western Union!”—but enough writers and directors prevailed, and greatness sometimes followed: I Am a Fugitive from a Chain Gang in ’32, Wild Boys of the Road in ’33, on to The Grapes of Wrath in ’40. The pictures were solid, progressive but not preachy, straightforward and without stylization, and deeply heartfelt. City of Meat is a shot at that brilliant tradition.
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THE BICKERING GOT SO BAD, finally, that the Director called both Sam Cowley and Mel Purvis to Washington to talk out the command difficulties in the productive but messed-up Chicago field office of the Justice Department’s glamorous Division of Investigation. A good airing-out was called for, under the Director’s prodding. Rumor insisted that the Director also wanted to have a come-to-Jesus meeting with Melvin, whom he did not want to lose—after all, Mel was widely if vaguely credited with getting Dillinger—but also whom he did not want to be giving unauthorized press conferences and leaks, and taking credit for work that had been done by the whole field office.

As far as Charles Swagger was concerned, none of this had anything to do with him and he bore no grudges for attention denied him, or celebrity he was owed as the man who actually killed Dillinger. He had just done the job. He bore down, continued his duties, particularly teaching new agents firearms skills, tracking their talent, skill, and dedication, so that the office could put the best shooters in the firefights and not end up with somebody who’d never fired a Thompson facing off with Thompson master Baby Face Nelson. As well he worked long hours checking out the odd tip that came in and running down sightings and so forth, as did the other, younger agents.

In Sam’s absence, who took over but Hugh Clegg, and again that was of no concern to Charles. He’d do the work as it arrived, no matter who assigned it to him. His only orientation was to the task before him—ultimately finding Baby Face—and that was all he cared about. It drove out many discouraging thoughts and the disturbing memories that any man-killer might have.

One afternoon, however, one of Clegg’s people came by his desk and told him the inspector wanted to see him.

Charles went quickly, wanting not to be the source of any friction or behavior for which Clegg, Mel’s man, not Sam’s, could find cause to criticize him. And as it turned out, Clegg was entirely reasonable. Perhaps he too wished to dial down the rancor a bit.

“Please sit down, Sheriff. A little something has come up.”

“Yes, sir,” said Charles.

Clegg couldn’t help the Old South style he had; it was natural to him, as, of course, he was Old South. But that Old South–New South, Georgia-Arkansas gap was between them and always would be, as the one mistrusted the other’s foppishness and aristocratic airs and longueurs, while the other detested the boot-poor pig state origins of the other and the fact that talent, not breeding, had brought the man before him. That’s the way it was and would always be.

“I have reports from three sources that Baby Face Nelson is working as a cowboy at the Chicago stockyards.”

“Yes, sir.”

“This is not the first time such reports have come in. We’ve had batches of them twice before, once just after Little Bohemia and once two months before in February. In both those cases we sent large, heavily armed teams, combed the place out, kicked in a few doors and roughed some folks up, interviewed aggressively, and found nothing. The Union Stock Yard and Transit Company Police, who run the place, raised bloody hell with the mayor and we were much criticized for it in the newspapers.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Since Dillinger, we have been getting largely positive press. I think it behooves us to keep that situation going.”

“Yes, sir.”

“So I’m not going to raid, like the last time, and give the papers cause to laugh or mock.”

“I have it.”

“I’m not even going to send two agents, as I would normally, for exactly the same reason. Do you see where this is going?”

“I think so.”

“Of all the men, you’re the most prepared to work on your own, as you’ve proven. You don’t seem to need anyone backing you up, and of course I’d prefer to keep the other men on their assignments.”

Charles seriously doubted Nelson could be at the stockyards: too many witnesses, too many guns and people who knew how to shoot them, too much, if other stockyards were any guide, mud and shit. Someone as dapper as Nelson wouldn’t be able to put his shiny Florsheims into such glop.

“So what I want you to do is go down there and nose around. See what you can pick up. If he’s there, there’ll be a buzz. With your western Arkansas accent you’ll fit in and attract less attention than any of these law school kids with the dainty fingers and the Boston Brahmin tonalities.”

“Do you want me to dress down?”

“Don’t go full cowboy, I don’t see the point. But I’d wear work or field boots, as you know what cattle produce in abundance. No need for a tie, as it’ll set you apart and maybe give the cowhands pause. On the other hand, have no reluctance to pull badge if someone braces you, but I would think you’d avoid announcing yourself from a tabletop and demanding cooperation. If something comes up, I’m sure you can handle it, whether it’s Baby Face himself or helping a sow give birth to cow quadruplets.”

“Yes, sir.”

“It may take several days, a week even, for them to trust you and for you to see into this thing. That’s fine, though of course if something that requires your gun skills comes up, we’ll get in touch. I’ve called, and the Fourth District Station, on Cottage Grove, near the Yards, will know you’re in the Yards and their switchboard will take care of you. I’ve also called Chief Mulrooney of the railroad yard police to tell him you’re coming and asked him to assist as necessary. That’s by way of making up for the previous turmoil, so you’ll have to get along with the railroad detectives.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Be forewarned, they’re not the most cooperative. Most are ex-cops who lost their jobs over dubious enterprises and came to rest with Union Stock Yards and Transit Company. They basically answer to no one except big shots in New York, so they tend to be heavy-handed. Lots of rough stuff. Tough guys. They deal mostly with road hobos and thieves. Their answer to every problem is a billy to the head.”

“Yes, sir.”

“But at the end, we want a report for the files. If by God it turns out later he did go to earth down there, we have to show we took all the reports seriously.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And needless to say, if you strike gold, either kill the bastard or call up here for troops, so that the Division gets the credit. Leave the Chicagos and the railroad detectives out of it.”

That was the Division: yes, solve the crime, but that was only the beginning; the next priority was winning the publicity contest.
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HOW DO THEY KNOW? HARD to say. Maybe it’s the molecules of blood in the air, and, inhaled, those molecules tickle some ancient cell cluster in the not-terribly-sophisticated bovine cerebellum. Maybe it’s pure instinct, acquired over thousands of thousands of years of obediently awaiting their execution, passed, somehow, from generation to generation. Maybe they’re reading the behavior of the men who herd them, seeing that it’s oddly different this time, not meant to soothe their fears, as happens so frequently on the range; instead, meant to hurry them, to push them in a certain direction into a certain cattle trace and up a certain narrow ramp, and somehow the human sweat and fear at the presence of so much death is something they themselves have learned to sense.

There is no mooing. Only cows moo, and there are no cows on the ramp today at, for example, Nugent’s Best Beef, Building 44, Exchange Avenue, Chicago, purveyors of fine canned meats including stew, chili hamburger, hash, gravy—as they say, everything but the methane. Cows are bred to produce calves and dairy. On this ramp, or any ramp, there are only moo-less steers and heifers, and if they dream, surely it is for the life of a cow, to snooze in clover and daisies, to sniff sweetness in the spring air, to never hear a voice raised in anger or urgency, and to squirt milk. These animals are cattle. These animals thrash, and twist, and occasionally gore; sometimes one will slip or break a leg, throwing the whole routine off. They are components. They are not insensate, however. They cry.

The cries—more bellow, full of rage and fear, fully knowledgeable of the approaching horror—rise and mingle, and all who hear it know that today is a day and this is a place where living animals will become pounds of beef. The agitation is not ideal anywhere, but it is a fact of death at Nugent’s and other low-end packers far from the industrialized efficiency of big boys like Armour and Swift. Those big boys know it is much better, commercially, to process the animals in a state of calm. Too much uproar, as at Nugent’s, riles the blood and darkens the meat, precludes the release of lactic acid, and that product, known as “darkcutter,” is tougher and less flavorful and must be sold at deep discount.

On the killing ramp, the steers and the heifers are all between twenty-four and thirty-six months old, and they mingle indifferently. There is no gender or age separation here. To the degree that each has a consciousness, another animal is simply “a member.” It has no meaning. It is not a friend or an enemy. It’s a part of the herd, that is all. No cuddling, no foreplay, no sex. There was never any chance of sex because of course the steers have been castrated since birth and the heifers have not been bred, so both sexes die as virgins, which to a certain kind of imagination might seem tragic. But to the cattle’s point of view, there is enough tragedy without the loss of a frolic in the meadow.

Up the ramp they are forced, pushing, shoving, responding to the calls, sticks, and belts of their drivers, who want it orderly but are incapable of managing order. The ramp narrows, and at its peak, where it enters the kill house itself, there is only room for one beast. He or she—it—squirms through. And finds itself suddenly halted, its neck somehow restrained by a mechanical yoke that rises from the floor. Since the animals differ radically in their size, sometimes the yoke fits perfectly, sometimes it doesn’t, being too large, so the neck must be forced unto choking, or too small so that the animal can squirm.

This is the ultimate moment. Restrained, more or less, it is about to receive the killing stroke. The instrumentality is not meant to be cruel, though it can be; it is not meant to be kind, though it can be; it is meant only to be efficient, for such places process cattle in the thousands each day.

A good knocker is hard to find. He needs strength in abundance, particularly in forearms and wrists, but as well through the chest and back. But strength is not enough. He needs dexterity and highly developed hand-eye coordination, for it is no easy thing to raise four pounds of dead iron on a two-foot wood shaft well above his head and bring it down in the perfect spot, time after time, at full extension, at full force. His target is an imaginary meeting of imaginary lines between left eye and right horn and left horn and right eye. That X, above and not between the eyes, drives all force into the center of the animal’s brain and, again in the ideal, is planned to completely destroy its mental capacities, such as they are. Well and truly struck, it goes down, hard, to the floor, and there, is quickly attended by handlers, one of whom, another specialist, wielding a razor-sharp knife, quickly bends and slits the throat, severing jugular and carotid, producing gallons of blood. Others close in. These men are also noted for their strength and efficiency, for their job, literally, is to wrestle the carcass into a posture where it can be turned into food or leather or chicken feed. They hoist it, until a hook can be driven between the Achilles tendon and the ankle bone of its right rear leg, and then the mechanics of processing take over. That is, now on the power of ball bearings, chains, rails, and grease, the hanging carcass is pushed dangling by hook from station to station; it is bled—gravity helps—it is beheaded, its guts and organs are cut out. The inedible products are captured beneath, swept up, and set to dry on sheet steel, then ground into meal that is of some commercial use and sold at pennies per ton to the Pulverized Manure Company right next door. As for the animal, it is at last sundered totally, “split” in the patois, each half getting its own hook and place on the line. It is no longer an animal, it is now a side of beef, and in plural such entities are called “beeves.” Of the thing that was, nothing is left, only bisected halves, to be skinned, washed, dressed, chilled, ultimately butchered and sent to the aging house.

Of course sometimes the knocker’s blow is off; the animal is not immediately stilled, and it’s not rare for living beasts to be hung to bleed out squealing and moaning and thrashing, spraying blood and shit and piss everywhere, going into convulsions and contortions before finally finding themselves with no more blood to spray, no more shit to shit, no more piss to piss when it finally stops hurting. On the line of any slaughterhouse in the year 1934, such spectacle is barely noted. Nobody cares.
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LATER THAT AFTERNOON, AS TWILIGHT was falling, he arrived at the vast Union Stock Yards, a mile south and west of the Loop, a straight shot down Halsted. He turned right on 41st, and that road led him directly to the absurd pretend-castle entrance gate that someone who thought he had wit had erected in the last century. Though much of the traffic through the gate was still on horseback or in unruly herds, the road accepted his automobile easily enough, and he drove on, on a street named Exchange. He quickly found himself exactly where he didn’t want to be: No Man’s Land. Fire being first cousin to war in its destructiveness, the great stockyard blaze of May 19 had scorched to ash and dirt at least eighty structures, including restaurants, hotels, a newspaper office, banks, an office building, and packinghouses, as efficiently as a hosing by German howitzer. It was emptiness everywhere, the occasional spar still standing, maybe a wall or two. But he drove onward, passing then into open land where the flames had not reached. It was its own astonishment—not so much endless, though it seemed so, but blank and featureless, unwilling, somehow, to admit its secrets without careful study. It was somehow the emptiness of intellectual weight, a metaphor for something as yet to be categorized.

Ahead, down Exchange, appeared a constellation of light where surely temporary HQ for the various necessary administrative functions had been relocated so that business could continue to hum post-conflagration.

About this time, the famous bovine bouquet of the place slapped him in the face. It smelled and felt thick, all those unguents that had passed through all those digestive systems and then been eliminated into the soil, all the tons of grass and hay and feed that kept the herds alive, all the filthy water from the Chicago River that kept them unparched. Then, the undertang of char, from the fire. And finally, mixing in but unescapable if you recognized it, the smell of blood too. The blood, it was said, at highest efficiency, ran inches thick on some floors. That blood stench would not go away.

He entered the city of blood and slaughter, but it seemed mostly like any other city from the outside appearance, a maze of industrial architecture thrown together ad hoc, without a thought for coherence or consistency, relics of what buildings had been, forecasts of what they could be. Not too much farther down Exchange he found a building that had certainly once been a packinghouse but now wore a crude sign outside that said “Union Stock Yard & Transit Co. Division of Police.”

Charles parked, got out of his car, and walked on in, finding the milieu to be city police department, with the shabby furniture, messy desks, signs pointing out the lockup and the phone bank, the faces of many wanted desperadoes on the walls, their mug-shot gloom filling the air with a general odor of the miscreant, the drunk, and the recently robbed. Amazing how fast the cops had made their new headquarters into a replica of their old.

He showed his badge to one of the few men on duty at this late hour, made inquiries, was taken to the captain’s office, and there met Captain Mulrooney, who ran the place, a beefy, practical fellow with a bourbon nose and brown teeth. He was cop through and through, with the dead eyes and the dead face, and the bulk that suggested abundant muscle and the will to use it. He wore an executive’s suit and tie, as opposed to a uniform, as Union Stock Yard & Transit Co. cops had no need to present buttoned tunics to polite society. Only those assigned to a big station dressed as something other than a farmhand with a badge.

“Baby Face again?” the captain snorted, when Charles had explained his presence. “Well, at least this time you guys didn’t bring the riot squad and tipped me off that you were coming.”

“Maybe a lesson was learned, Captain Mulrooney.”

“I hope so. Of course we don’t have an index of all the boys who work the herds here, since they’re hired by individual companies, who rent pens from us abutting their own processing plants. So I can’t do no paperwork checking for you. And on top of that, we’re all messed up because of the fire. We’re still basically making it up as we go along.”

“I got that.”

“But as I mentioned, this has happened before.”

“I’ve seen the reports.”

“Good. I can tell you, after the fact, that all these Nelson sightings seem to come from the same area of the Yards. It’s a big place, believe me. Here, look at this.”

He showed Charles a map on the wall, a huge thing broken into segments and grids, three-quarters encircled by and penetrated by the busy crosshatched lines that meant railroad track, each and every space or unit designated by code, all of them in different colors. The areas currently in ruins—about a quarter, the whole northwest corner—from their date with flame were x-ed out in black crayon.

“Swift is red, Armour is blue, Hammond is orange, Morris is yellow, and it goes on and on. So you can see, it’s plenty complicated, even with the fire damage, and you need to know what you’re doing.”

“Any help is appreciated.”

“Last two times it was mainly in the southwest quadrant, where the tracks come in from Oklahoma and West Texas. I have to tell you, the fellows down there are a tough lot and they don’t cotton to outsiders, so you won’t be greeted with open arms.”

“I’m used to that.”

“If you get yourself into a jam, you’ll have to get yourself out. Most of my boys are on the trains now, looking for hobos and thieves. It’s rough work and they have to bust a lot of heads, but I can’t just dial up a squad room and send out reinforcements. Sorry, but that’s just the way it is.”

“I was a sheriff for many years. I’m used to handling things on my own.”

“By the way, if you do see boys digging through ruins, don’t worry. They’re mine. There’s a rumor running around that way before the fire burned him out, one of the richer Jews buried gold under his kosher kill house. My boys heard about it and you know what gold does to an Irishman. So every spare moment they’re poking around.”

“To my mind, Baby Face is the treasure.”

“Okay, I’ll have Cracker take you down there by wagon, at least as close as you can get. Whatever you do, be careful of your footing and balance. A stockyard is a dangerous place and these animals can turn killer in the blink of an eye.”

“I was raised on a farm. I know animals enough to stay away.”

In a few minutes, he was sitting next to an elderly black man who offered him nothing and hardly noticed them. A slatternly old pony pulled their little cart along, driven by the casual slash of a whip Cracker snapped into its flanks. The pony, which could only be called You Poor Thing, pulled his wagon to the right under Cracker’s ungentle mandate, and they left the administrative city behind, entering the pens. Unprotected by the bubble of his car, Charles experienced the smell full on. It seemed to double or triple, like a palpable cloud, a tear-bringer, like a phenomenon of the weather. It was everywhere and could not be avoided. Worse still, its fetid promise of nourishment brought flies in the billions, even some carrion birds silhouetted on bare branches, ready to pounce on the gobbet of beef, a foot, an eye, whatever spillage there was.

Penland again. Charles felt himself lost in the featureless landscape of a place that had to be the bovine capital of planet Earth. He saw now that it was an infinite checkerboard, with cows, in pens, as far as the eye could see, one and then another out to the horizon in all directions. But it was not one-dimensional. Giving it depth and yet more confusion, viaducts for cars, walkways for humans, and ramps for slaughter arose here and there indiscriminately, and most of the fences had narrow walkways nailed to their top board, so that a fellow could progress from one to the other—carefully—without actually entering the dangerous confined spaces. The skyscrapers of the city loomed formidably a mile and change away, dominating one quadrant, and to the east the industrial might of the big meat factories stood, Armour’s belching smoke through stacks, but the others empty except for the low silhouettes of the poverty-row meat-packers. Few details proclaimed themselves, only a kind of restless shifting behind the pen fences, where the masses of cattle simply drifted aimlessly, emitting that low moan, louder now that he was among them, and waited until it was time to die. Now and then the cart passed under a viaduct where traffic still ran, since no one could actually drive through such a jumble of square mile as the Yards.

It seemed to go on for hours, but in what the clock said was a mere fifteen minutes, Cracker halted the poor pony with a swift, merciless pull on the reins and gestured. A set of wooden steps led up to a catwalk that spanned three or four pens.

“The cap, dis where he tell me drop you, suh,” Cracker said.

“Take the catwalk?”

“Yas suh. Cowboys be gathered over at the shower house.”

“How do I get back?”

“I guess you have the boss call the office, and someone poke me, and I come on out here and gits you.”

“Okay. Don’t know how long I’ll be. If he don’t call, don’t worry about it. If I get back to that road, I can just follow it to the castle.”

“Yas suh.”

Charles gave the old guy a couple of bucks, then got off, climbed the steps, and faced a long skywalk. The carpentry seemed solid, though there was a little bounce and sway, and the railings could have been stouter, but it was no ordeal by ready danger. The cattle paid him no attention as he passed over their little chunk of paradise. They seemed mindless.

The walk took him over six pens, all but one full, and deposited him in a wide, dusty yard outside a makeshift wood building, very frontier-looking in the helter-skelter way the slats were hammered against its frame. Those peculiar cowboy brands—squiggles, letters forward and backward, pictographs, some symbolic, some indecipherable—had been fried randomly into the building’s wood. It looked all crazy to Charles. A single pipe issued smoke, presumably from a fire that kept the water inside hot. A sign said “Showers 5 cents.” It was a trip back to 1873, a city named Dodge or Laredo. Cowboys lounged everywhere, either just in from herding and waiting for their time in the showers and then off to the nearest bar, or already showered and waiting to gather up, outfit by outfit, clique by clique, for the same night on the town.

He walked over to the nearest group of loungers, who eyed him on the approach. They were all thin young men, brown-red from weeks in sun and dust, seemingly assembled out of gristle, leather, and bandanna cotton, all held tidy under a hat with a crown too tall and a brim too wide. It wasn’t love they showered on him; he was the outsider and they knew it, and they wanted him to know it.

“Fellas,” he said, pulling open his lapel to show where he’d pinned his badge on the inside surface of the flap, “federal agent, Justice Department. Looking for a fellow, got a photo of him, care to take a look?”

“You going to arrest him all by yourself, federal man?” someone wanted to know, a little leather in his voice.

“Hope to,” said Charles smiling, “but if he don’t want to come, I guess I’ll have to shoot him. I ain’t yet decided whether to put the bullet through his left eye or his right.”

He pulled back on his jacket and showed his .45 in its carved S. D. Myres shoulder rig, the holster tied down to the belt, the pistol cocked and locked, the strap disengaged. It was a serious, fast man-killing setup, and he knew these boys would get it. They’d seen man-killers before and understood that you don’t dress like a gunslinger unless you are a gunslinger, and if you are a gunslinger they wouldn’t want to mess with you. It was the Way of the West.

The picture was circulated, looked at earnestly, and returned without any luck for the man hunter.

“Thanks, y’all.”

“I heard Johnny Dillinger got shot in the back.”

“Funny, I heard he was pulling a Colt .380 when someone put three into him faster than you can say ‘Jack Boo.’ Johnny was fast. This federal man was faster. You wouldn’t want to go to leather on that boy.” He smiled again, and there wasn’t an ounce of back-down anywhere in him, and all knew there was no way a fellow got sand in him like that without spending time on the trigger when others were shooting at him.

He moved on, group by group; he showed the picture of Nelson to the geezer who ran the shower house, and the geezer who chopped the wood and loaded it into the furnace that warmed the water. Nothing, and he was just about to call it a lost day, when a fellow did say, “I’d go a couple of pens over that way. There’s a West Texas outfit called Rocking-R. They think they too good to mingle with the common, but you never can tell.”

“Thanks, cowboy. I’ll do just that.”

Another catwalk took him three pens in a certain direction, though by now it was dark, and the cattle had settled considerably, so it was just like walking a gangplank to a phantom ship. He came to a larger area, lit by firelight, and saw cowboys here too. He didn’t think anybody saw him in the dark. So as not to excite any reconnaissance by fire, he hollered out, “Law officer, coming in.”

He found twenty hollow young faces on him, eyes wide and lit red by the fire.

“Federal agent, Justice Department. Got a headman?”

A rangy fellow, mostly leg and arm, all vested and booted up and one of those big hats, came over.

“My name’s Charles Swagger,” Charles said. “Justice Department Division of Investigation.”

“Lutie Crone, Rocking-R foreman. Sir, my boys all good. We only take the best at Rocking-R, anybody tell you that.”

“Just hoping you’ve seen somebody. Got some calls, said this fellow was out here. Take a look, if you don’t mind.”

Lutie looked, then said, “Oh, hell. That’s what I thought it was. Hey, Mort, where’s Shorty, they done going to arrest him again!”

The cowboy chorus laughed, for evidently this was a joke they’d heard before.

“Shorty’s sleeping,” came the answer.

“Well, wake him up, goddammit. Before this here fellow pulls out his tommy gun.”

In a few minutes, Shorty approached, called Shorty, of course, because he was about six feet four inches tall. His hat added six more inches, his boots two more. He was all string and no bean.

“Here’s your Baby Face Nelson, Mr. G-man. Take him away, I’m sick of this.”

Charles beheld the man and tried to get the mystery of it all. He saw a handsome cowboy, all hat (the cattle were all around), with a sleepy face, cracked lips, and blue eyes that communicated not much in the way of clever. He was in faded jeans so tight they could have been on him since birth, and his boots were all covered in mud and straw.

“What’s your name, son?” Charles asked.

“Harrison B. Harris, sir. Born in Lubbock twenty-one years back. Like horses, cows, girls, and payday. Do an honest day’s work, never no trouble. Everybody calls me ‘Shorty’ ’cause I ain’t no kind of short.”

“Hmm,” said Charles to the foreman, communicating his confusion.

“Shorty, take off your hat.”

It was the hat. It elongated the head and cast a shadow on the features and contributed a whole new context that confounded expectations. Under the hat, Shorty was just another cowboy.

Unhatted, Shorty’s head proved to be oddly small and squarish, proving that most all of the crown had been empty. He had a rough mess of unruly blond-brown hair, and without the hat, by God his features soon assembled themselves, in Charles’s eye and particularly in the red flicker of the fire, into something very similar to Baby Face Nelson’s. Shorty had the pug nose, the freckly Huck Finn guile, the square pug jaw, everything symmetrical and conventionally attractive.

“You look a lot like a certain fellow,” said Charles.

“I know, sir,” said Shorty.

Charles saw how it happened. Shorty arrived once every couple of months with the Rocking-R bunch and, over the course of a few days’ hard labor in the pens, would take his hat off to wipe a brow clean or some sweat from his eyes, or to take a swat at a particularly obnoxious fly. Someone would catch a glimpse—Baby Face’s face was well enough known among newspaper readers—and then look back to check, by which time Shorty had re-planted his ten-gallon, so the illusion was lost. But sooner or later someone would say, “Hey, I think I saw Baby Face Nelson out there,” and the story would embellish itself as it moved from pen to pen and outfit to outfit, until someone finally called the cops or the Division. But by the time the Riot Squad arrived, Rocking-R would have headed back to Lubbock or wherever.

“You get in much trouble on account?”

“Spent nights in jail all along the rail line. Don’t know nothing about this Nelson, except he robs and kills. Don’t even own no gun, ’cept my granddad’s ’92. But every sheriff in the Southwest has thrown me in the crap hole.”

“He’s got papers backing up his name?”

“He does. They don’t work Rocking-R without papers.”

“May I see them, son?”

“Yes, sir,” said the boy, and produced a leather wallet, which contained documents verifying him to be exactly who he said he was.

As he handed them back, Charles said, “Not for me to tell you what to do, but you look like you got enough bristle on your face to grow some hair. Until we get this damned Nelson, and even a few months after, you might think about a beard or something. It might just change you up enough to end all this nonsense.”

“I been after him for months but the damn fool won’t. He thinks the gals like him better with his pretty mug all buck naked.”

“Shorty, ever hear of a fellow named Gable? He does okay with the gals behind his toothbrush. You got enough lip to grow one like he has. I’m just saying looking all smooth and handsome might get you killed by some trigger-brained cow-town deputy who wants to run for mayor.”

“You hear him, Shorty? That’s Uncle Sam himself talking,” said the foreman.

“I’ll give it some thought, sir.”

“That’s the boy,” said Charles. “And now my business is concluded, so I will leave Rocking-R territory to Rocking-R folks. Didn’t even need my tommy gun.”

He and Lutie shook hands, Charles turned down an escort for the two-catwalk trek back to the main road. Charles figured a half-an-hour walk, then a half-an-hour drive, and he’d be home before midnight for a bath and a cooldown. Oh, figure in dinner; he’d have to pick some up.

He made his goodbyes, found the steps, and got himself back to the shower house; from there, he found the steps to the catwalk back to the main road of this quadrant and proceeded without incident.

That catwalk trek, wobbly as it was, dumped him on the wide straight pull between the pens that headed back to the admin buildings and the yard dick office. It was too late to do his shoes any good, so he just clomped ahead, picking up mud and straw with every step even if he watched carefully to avoid obvious puddles, cow pies, and mud slicks. On and on he went, under a calm sky, the cattle soothed in their nighttime pens and most on haunches for a night’s rest, to dream cow dreams of green meadows and clear brooks and blue skies. No moon stood up to amuse them, and perhaps the veil of dust and stink blurred the air, for the stars were dim pricks of illumination, what few of them were visible.

It was a trek through nothing until at the halfway point it turned suddenly to something.
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THERE ARE ALWAYS PROBLEMS IN meatpacking. Union problems, fire problems, animal quality problems, rail problems, track repair problems, maintenance problems, theft problems, federal inspection problems, payoff problems, and on and on. No day is without its problems, but the problems at Nugent’s were particular.

“And what can be done, then?” asked Thaddeus Nugent, owner and president, of Oscar Bentley, manager and make-it-happen guy of the house. The setting was Thaddeus’s rather dingy office high above the killing floor, but not above the stench of blood and shit. They were considering the most ominous darkness ahead: the future. Theirs was black because the numbers were red.

Thaddeus was not happy. He was not really suited for the hustle and bravo of big meat. Moreover, he hated the Yards in winter, when, as now, the months-long blanket of snow, which this year, as all years, had fallen in Chicago, revealed the true nature of his enterprise and destiny: contaminated by yellow and brown stains, everywhere, everywhere, it revealed the site as a vast animal toilet. Most here got used to it; Thaddeus never did.

“Hire better guys is the only thing I see,” said Oscar.

It was true enough. Being low to profit margin and just basically scuffling by, Nugent’s Best Beef could not afford to hire experienced herders at nearly the hourly rate Swift and Armour and Morris paid. Plus, no man gifted in handling the beasts would consider working for a low-ranker like Nugent’s in the first place, and the fact that its ramshackle spew of pens and passageways and process lines and kill rooms and other necessities was right next to the Pulverized Manure Company on Exchange Avenue, far from the shine of the big boys, was not an attraction either. The place looked as if had been designed by Charles Dickens’s dumber brother, when in fact—designed wasn’t quite the right word—it had been assembled by Thaddeus’s smarter grandfather Phillip.

“I cannot get them to run the kill chute operation any better,” said Oscar. “They are incapable of it. They are, to a man, quite stupid, easily rattled, afraid of falling amongst the cattle and being smashed to death, fast and sloppy. Immigrants, not cowhands. What can a Czech or a Pole know of beef except ‘Don’t step in the shit, don’t get skewered on the horns’? Thaddeus, it’s the quality of the man that determines the quality of the meat. We have terrible men. Thus we’ll have terrible beef. Thus our sales will—and have—dropped. Thus we’ll never get big contracts for railway or restaurant, thus our cannery will be of second quality, the odd can splitting, the spoilage rate high, the art on the can pitiful. Thus no sales to the big chain groceries like National Tea, or Atlantic and Pacific, that now predominate, and we will make our living, as we do, on the outskirts of the industry, shufflers and lurkers and hustlers, racing after the odd local chain to stock our products. We’ll sell, as we do, mostly to institutions that don’t require quality as they don’t produce quality. Negro hospitals and schools, the same on Indian reservations, prisons of course, faltering steamship lines and trunk line railroads. We will stay where we are and are lucky to have survived this long through the Depression. The only hope I can see is that there’ll be a big war and it will be as good to us as the Great War was. So pray for war, sir. Say, doesn’t this happy little fellow in Germany look promising?”

Oscar was entirely too practical and truthful a chap to make jokes, so his Hitler line was delivered quite earnestly. To him, the greasy little agitator with the flop hair and the smudge mustache was the only hope for getting out of Packingtown and up to Winnetka, where Thad already lived, though barely.

“No one ever accused you of steering off the truth, Oscar. I wish I were rich enough to fire you and be done with your damned pessimism, but I’m not and I will never be. Besides, I knew all this already. You merely grind it into the bone, so it hurts.”

“I do.”

“Is there no hope of surcease? Perhaps Swift will buy us out?”

“To acquire our lucrative Rhode Island penitentiary contracts? I doubt it.”

“Let us then try to think creatively.”

“The word ‘creative’ frightens me, Thaddeus. It leads always to ruin.”

“I have been thinking.”

“God help us,” said Oscar.

“Now, see if you can poke my logic. Run at it hard, without respect. Crush it, then tear it to pieces. Try to make me cry. We’ll see what remains.”

“I would without instruction. That is my way.”

“All right, then. The problems begin at the chute. Bad chute management sets the ball of catastrophe rolling; that seems to be the root of our problems. Is that not correct?”

“That is correct.”

“Thus far too much of our meat can be categorized as of the darkcutter variety. It isn’t good and will never be good.”

“Correct again.”

“But we can’t afford better men.”

“We cannot.”

“We cannot afford better cattle.”

“We’ll never experience Rolling-R stock except at the better restaurants.”

“What if—”

“Yes, sir?”

“What if we could come up with a fast way to soothe the beasts. I mean extra-process.”

“I’m not—”

“Chemical!”

For once Oscar had nothing to say. It was beyond his horizon. He knew nothing of chemicals. He knew everything of the giant animals whose deaths in the tens of thousands were his to manage, but nothing of chemicals.

“I have been in contact with Marjory’s brother. He is a veterinarian. He believes it is possible to apply a certain solution to the cow that, no matter his condition in extremis, will calm him. Thus the chute itself, the ignorant foreign men with their clubs and straps, the crowding, the blood in the air, the smell of the shit, his hunger and thirst—none of it will matter. He will go happily up the chute and accept the sledge without rancor. Hence, quickly, our percentage of darkcutter is all but destroyed. Hence our brand becomes tasty, then popular. We all end up in Winnetka, even our knockers.”

“There must be a flaw.”

“There is. Anesthesia is inherently tricky. Anesthesia is close on euthanasia. It is so tricky that among humans, it can only be applied by a specialist MD. Only a specialist DVM may handle it as applied to the bovine. Or the canine or the feline or the… well, you’re getting the picture. It can kill.”
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CHARLES SAW THE FIGURE EMERGE from a trace between pens and arrange itself against a fence, in seeming repose. But he knew at once it was no cowboy, for cowboys were seldom of Africa, and seldom dressed so big-city, with a tan jacket over a blue workingman’s shirt, and a fedora. He was tall, thin, well put together, with the ropey muscles that the blacks have in abundance. Not enough light here to see his features, but Charles read his body and saw tension, spring, readiness, and presumed that no-good was on the fellow’s mind. It was a good place for no-good too, as no witnesses were in evidence, not even the dozing cows, and not a human soul awake or sober in a square mile. Charles figured the man was on the hunt for a drunken cowboy ambling back to his outfit, and meant to leap upon him, maybe clonk him with a cosh or hold a knife to his throat and make off with a wallet or a half-full bottle before the victim realized he’d been jumped.

As he approached, the fellow lifted himself off the fence and set himself on two feet, weight evenly distributed, an action-ready set that also spoke of trouble.

“Hold on there, brother,” said Charles, coming to a halt. “What’s this about? You lost?”

“No, suh,” came the voice, and the man took a step closer. “You gots my money.”

“Partner, I never saw you before.”

“You gots it and I need it back. Here, now. I gets it or I be sending you to glory.”

“I am a law officer,” said Charles. “I am armed, and though I mean you no harm, I will shoot to defend myself.”

This news was greeted sullenly. The man wilted at the complication, and some readiness seemed to drain from his limbs. Again, though some distance remained between them, and Charles could not read features, he had the impression of anguish, of disappointment, of realization that a fragile plan had just been demolished. But then readiness squirted back into his frame, maybe this time fueled by desperation, and he squared his shoulders and took another step.

“I need my money,” he said. “Mister, you give me my money, or goddammit, I’ll take it from you.” His hand disappeared and came out with a knife, and its blade caught what little ambient light fell from the stars above. It was a long, wicked blade, meant for stabbing deep or cutting wide. It was designed to open bovine throats.

But before the knife came to en garde, Charles’s fast right hand blurred into his coat where he carried his Great War Colt pistol in the fancy S. D. Myres’s No. 12 shoulder holster. And from that stash to its own en garde, this time with Colt’s automatic equalizer pointed straight to the chest of the man, the thumb having snicked off the safety in mid-blur.

“You put the weapon down and lock on the fence and I will cuff you, and you will live to see morning,” Charles said.

“You think you can drop me before I get seven inches of blade into you?”

“Not many could, but it’s to your misfortune that I am one.”

“I needs my money,” the man screamed, radiating a singularity that had to be a form of insanity.

He launched himself, fast as an animal leap, and while most on the receiving end of such an assault would have cinched up in panic and made ready to die, Charles shot him three times. The flashes, each a fraction-second’s spurt of incandescence, caught an increasingly desperate expression that blinked from rage to fear to wide-eyed dumbfoundedment, and like Johnny, this fellow could not stand against hardball three times, and he corkscrewed left and drove himself like an awl into the mud and shit at a fence line.

Charles pivoted, put a foot on the knife, which was still in the hand, pinned it, and knelt through the stench of burned powder, a relief from the other atmosphere.

“What a fool thing,” he said. “Nobody runs at the pistol.”

“Tell my wife I am so sorry what I done, what happened.”

He reached out, groping, for human touch as he died, and Charles transferred the pistol to his left and kept it leveled to the head on the ancient principle of trust but verify, caught with the other hand and held the man’s, felt its tightness and warmth but also felt the exact instant death reached through the arm to the hand, when it went limp. He laid it across the chest.

He rose, holstered, and looked about. Where the Johnny Dillinger kill had excited the known world, this one seemed to have had no impact at all. The universe was as empty as an abandoned attic. In a few seconds, however, cowboys in various stages of undress edged out of the darkness and approached.

“He shot a dark one, looks like.”

“Mister, you okay?”

“He must be a cop.”

“Sounded like a machine gun.”

“Look at the knife that boy got. Man, you dropped him hard.”

“Black boys are crazy in this town.”

“All right,” Charles yelled. “Y’all stay back. I am a law officer and this is officially a crime scene. We don’t need you trampling it up. Someone call or run for a police officer. We need to get this handled properly.”

In time, two yard bulls showed, coming from nowhere, certainly not from the direction of the station. Odd or not? Possibly just off the scurry for the Jewish gold. Anyhow, big men, sullen of face, dressed like the hobos they usually billy-clubbed, but with badges on the chest too ceremonial for the clothes. The badges had scrolls and columns and maple leaves. The two paid no attention to the dead man, because, after all, he didn’t mean a thing to them.

“We heard shots. What’s going on here, bub?” asked the one, another Irisher lit red by internal fires, so red that it showed in the darkness.

“He plugged a coon,” said the other.

“Jump you, is that the story?”

“My name’s Swagger, Justice Department Division of Investigation. I have a badge too.” Charles flipped his lapel. “Isn’t as fancy as yours. What are you, archdukes from Ruritania?”

“Ease off on the lip, bub,” said one. “We don’t want to have to send you to silly-land.”

“Feds,” said the other. “They think they sit at God’s right hand.”

“Let’s just get this done,” said Swagger.

“So spill. You were on the trigger, not us.”

Charles—who hated to explain—explained. The boys took no notes, made no show of listening, and afterward asked no questions. Open-and-shut, closed, let’s go home.

“Only one thing,” said Paddy, or was it Paddy? “See, it don’t matter what we say, but it matters what New York says. Our outfit is owned by that town, and they have funny rules. I’m thinking they might not like some federal fancy-pants coming directly on our property and plowing somebody under, colored or not. Not good for business. Scares customers. Got rich people here at our big steak restaurant, the Stock Yard Inn. Scare them off, business could drop.”

“You are headed in the wrong direction, Father O’Toole,” said Charles. “You and your pal Father O’Shaughnessy, you try to shake down a federal officer, all the leprechauns and all the archbishops in the world won’t save you.”

“See, he’s got it backward,” said one.

“Bub, it’s like this. Some New York lawyer gets on this, and our giant company owned by the most powerful men in America, they come after your division. They scare everybody. Next thing you know, you got press, you got Congress, you’re giving depositions the night long, you’re testifying. First, I’m thinking your nancy-boy boss”—first time Charles had ever heard this one, but he let no surprise show on his soldier face—“won’t like it being said his boys shot down a colored for no reason. He won’t like the way it interferes with business. Then, somewhere, this pipsqueak machine gunner Nelson, he’ll be laughing as he mows down more Indiana bankers and their wives and kids while the man who got Dillinger—yeah, we figured that out, bub—is tied up in court.”

“Let me tell you mugs, you do not want to get in my shade. I’m one of those stubborn West Arkansas bird dogs who never lets anything go and never forgets. This will come around and bite you hard.”

“Here’s the solution. We have a charity. It’s called the Widows and Orphans Fund of the USY and T Police Division. Now, maybe you make a contribution, all this could go away, and we end up drinking suds together and singing ‘Oh, Tommy Boy’ until the wee hours.”

“Sounds like a good idea to me,” said the other. “How much you got on you, gunfighter?”

But before Charles could answer, another player slid into the circle. He was a Negro, and a Chicago policeman, in tunic and severe visored cap low over hooded eyes. He was tall and broad and rather athletic-looking, and his pride of person was evident. He was no buckler, and it was the first time Charles had encountered a black man in uniform and badge and cap of authority, independent and freestanding, working among white people as if he were any citizen at all.

“What’s all this?” he said. “I see a dead man, two bulls, and a standing-tall, no-backing-down agent of some sort. You, Mulligan, you want to explain?”

“Slim here dropped a colored with a knife. He says he’s federal, so it’s okay. We’re just clearing it up.”

It was an astonishment that Charles had never seen. The black man himself was standing tall, no back-down.

“Who are you, sir?” asked the black.

“Swagger, Justice Department. Out here on official business. This poor man came out of the dark with that knife. I had to put him down.” He watched as the officer knelt at the body, turned it over, peeked at the wounds in the chest.

“Sir, you must be a good shot. You put three in the same inch in the center of his heart. The boy was dead and gone and in hell before his knees even bent on the way down.”

“I have done some shooting before,” said Charles.

“We heard the Division people were all well advanced in the pistol.”

“Some are, some aren’t. It happens, and too bad for this fellow that I know a thing or two.”

“Say there, Cap,” said one of the bulls, “this here is railroad property and no business of Chicago Blue. If I’s you, I’d head on—”

“The name,” said the officer, “is Sylvester Washington. You may know of me.”

The Irishers eyeballed each other briefly.

Washington stepped forward, coming squarely into what light there was, and his big hand rested casually on his revolver, immediately visible because it had ivory grips. By the thickness of its frame, Charles saw that it was no dowdy Colt but instead Smith & Wesson’s .38 on a .44 frame, extra strong to take a new higher-powered cartridge somebody had just put out. It was a revolver for stopping fights fast.

“So you’d be Two-Gun Pete,” said one of the Irishmen.

“That’s me,” said the larger man, “but feel free to call me Officer Washington.”

“All right,” one said, “the great man-killer himself. You want this, you’ve got it. We’ll read about it in the papers.”

With that, they eased off into the night and in seconds were gone.

The black man turned back to Charles, and Charles saw the second .38-.44 frame on his left side, same ivory gleaming like a polished bone, though with grip facing out so that the man could go to it fast across his body with his right hand instead of fumbling through a reload.

“I’ve seen enough to read the scene,” he said. “From the position of the shell casings, the shape of his footprints in the mud signifying speed, as in a rush, and yours steady, signifying stillness, and finally that pig sticker still tight in his dead hand, I can tell he was the aggressor and you the defender. So it accords with your account. I have no problem accepting it as self-defense.”

“Appreciated, Officer,” said Charles. “Now I suppose we wait till detectives and Coroner’s Office people arrive. We’ll be here all night, I’m guessing.”

“That’s the issue to be decided,” said Officer Washington. “This can run two ways. Easy and hard.”

“What’s hard?”

“I call it in as justified homicide. That means, as you say, detectives, maybe somebody from City Attorney’s, fellows from the morgue to photo, then chart the body and the scene. Even with the yard bulls out of the picture, it’s still complicated. I write my report and I give a statement. All the police Irish try to figure out what politics might be involved, how it could be played to advantage, and some inspector named O’County Cork sees a way to leverage the Division, and maybe games are played and it does get complicated. All the Irish run the same game. Some of it is simple mischief; they just want to see what advantage they get out of it. Oh, and all this won’t even begin till morning, because no senior detective is going to come down here and ruin his shoes in the mud and shit, like you have ruined yours. We have to wait till morning when some new junior comes in, and they’ll send him so they can laugh at what it does to his shoes. Still, the upshot is that bosses are involved, yours and mine and Union Stock Yard and Transit Company’s, and since I’m a Negro my bosses hate me and won’t listen to me and will take this where it pleases them and where it gains them something. As to what your bosses make of it, sir, I wouldn’t know.”

“It could get complicated at that end too,” said Charles, thinking of Hugh Clegg and his own hungers for leverage and conspiracy.

“The other alternative is, you go. I mean, you leave, however you came, as if you were never here. I call this in as a John Doe Negro, found facedown in the mud. One more dead Negro in the city of Chicago is hardly going to set the town afire again. When the meat wagon gets around to it, they pick him up and hang a toe tag on him. He gets the only private room of his life, a drawer in the morgue, and if nobody comes to identify him, he goes to the city Negro cemetery and is planted under no marker whatsoever. He is gone forever. It’s not a tragedy, it’s only a fact. They die all the time and nobody hardly notices. My job is to make sure it doesn’t disturb the Irish machine, and as long as I do that, I will have food on the table. But, telling you a secret now, my real work is to find some justice now and then for the Negro. I am telling you that as you never called me ‘boy’ or ‘Sylvester,’ but ‘sir’ and ‘Officer.’ I return the respect by telling you the truth.”

“You are quite the fellow, Officer Washington, I can see that. You pack two big guns and have no fear of dark places, alleys, or offices full of Irish. I will take your advice willingly and call this poor man a Doe.” He felt as if sixteen tons of cow flop had just been removed from his shoulders. He imagined having a shot of bourbon while smoking a cigar on his fire escape before shutting it down for the evening.

“Agreed. Life’s short enough without the Irish,” said the Negro officer.

“But I do have a question I’d like to put to you.”

“Please go ahead, sir.”

“I have killed before, possibly too many times, but always it made some sense. It was war or he was a known criminal. It was easy to put away afterward. This fellow, whoever, he stood face on to the muzzle of the automatic and was warned of the consequences. Yet still, crazily I would say, he jumped me. I suppose he hoped I’d knit up and he’d have the advantage, even though I warned him against it. But on he came and down he went.”

“Maybe he was hopped up. These folks down here, they’ll put anything into their systems for the pleasure it gives them, and hang the consequences later. Perhaps he had juju in him or the white powder or some other chemical. But I would say, no responsibility affixes to you, and try to forget it. It’s only the Fourth District, that’s all, Agent Swagger. Nothing matters in the Fourth District.”
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HE WENT STRAIGHT TO THE office, arriving at 5 a.m., and typed up his report. That got him to 7 a.m., and the report would be there for Clegg when he got in, with carbons for Sam and Mel’s daily piles, to be read or just filed when they returned. He made no mention of the shooting and the agreement with Officer Washington, though, to be safe, he’d noted Washington’s badge number and written it down in his notebook, along with Washington’s phone number. Then he left the office, found a diner for eggs, juice, and bacon, but stayed off the coffee as he worried it would keep him awake. Fed, he took the El back to the near north side and his little studio and went upstairs and slept a few hours. At 2 p.m., he called in and Clegg seemed satisfied and told him not to bother to come in, and he’d see him tomorrow.

That was fine with Charles. He’d left his shoes on the fire escape, and now he examined them and concluded that they were beyond salvaging. So wearing field boots, he went out and checked into a few shoe stores, and remembering Sam’s admonition that quality is cheaper in the long run, he bought a nice pair of brown oxfords in what was called Scotch grain, all pebbled like a football, with six outlets for the thick, strong laces and thick soles, made by a firm he was told was the best, called Cheaney, an English outfit. They were claimed to be waterproof.

That effort accomplished, he had a steak for dinner, then called his wife, to whom he hadn’t spoken in a number of weeks.

The reports were not happy. Bobby Lee was cutting himself again, and she’d taped the drawers with the knives closed, hoping it would dissuade him. If he wasn’t cutting himself, the boy hid in his room, drawing rocket airplanes and singing in a strange language. He was getting strong and seldom responded to her. She was afraid of him. What would happen if—

“I can’t come home, dammit,” said Charles. “We are in the middle of a campaign here and I have people relying on me. I can’t let them down, just like in the war.”

“Why did you take that job? You only took it to get away from Bobby Lee. But what does that leave me, stuck in a house with a boy who needs help and could do something terrible at any moment. He needs your love and guidance. Since you’ve been gone, he’s gotten worse.”

“I’m hoping to parlay this into something bigger and better for all of us,” Charles said. “We can get Bobby Lee some top-drawer help and make him better. If he is beyond help, we can put him somewhere nice, not some state home where he’s in a snake pit with violent lunatics and deviates.”

“Charles, you always say you’re doing things for us, but it’s only you that reaps the benefits.”

They had been down this road many a time, and it always ended in a bitter dead end after some screaming. He did not feel up to it tonight.

“You are getting the money regular, right? I could call the judge and I’m sure he’d add some dough to the kitty. After all, in a way, I am working for his interests too.”

“Charles, be careful. Don’t get yourself in city trouble you can’t shoot your way out of. Those people have tricks you never heard of.”

“I’m fine. Anything from the other boy?”

“Earl said that he was in a battle finally, and that he came through okay and was told he done well.”

“I know he has it in him to make an excellent Marine,” said Charles.

“You should have told him that instead of browbeating him so often.”

That one again.

“He had a stubborn streak. He had to learn to follow orders. I’m sure the lessons I taught him have done him well in Nicaragua or wherever else they send him.”

There wasn’t much more to say, and the conversation ended on a sour, unresolved note. Charles hung up, realizing that his life made no sense at all, and he decided the cigar on the fire escape wouldn’t please him a bit. Instead, he decided on an early bedtime, as he was feeling a yearning for whiskey, and it was best to escape in the sheets. He hoped he wouldn’t see a Negro with a knife in his hand coming hard at him in his dreams and dozed off.

He was lucky. No Negroes visited that night. Only the usual—Germans with bayonets.



It was the same everywhere in the city, except that here all the men were colored. Charles had never seen so many in one geographic location; it was like an alternate universe gone completely black, different but the same. The men were just as bitter, sweltering, and angry as any American men—it’s just that they were shade. Sylvester Washington drove carefully, finally easing the cruiser into a parking space fronting on a row of brick tenements, low, gray buildings in the low, gray light, the grass all gone to thatch, the trees hung with parched leaves, the bushes bristly.

Washington got out. They were at a street corner, 75th and Roosevelt, far in the city’s south side, a few miles beyond the Stock Yards. The street here was empty. The weather was hot, forecast hotter. The asphalt repairs to the gritty streets looked like melting licorice. You stepped in it, you might not get your new Cheaney shoe out.

Charles followed Washington as he led the way into one of the buildings. It was a scabby place, flat-roofed, raw brick, needing paint, a gray wooden stairway that creaked on the way up, the second floor yielding a hallway with a few doors on it, amid stark shadow lattices cut by a bare bulb on a cord. Washington went to the middle left, knocked twice.

Charles trailed him in. A grim woman awaited, in a baggy print dress. Her face was sunken and no light showed in her eyes, only resignation. Two children sprawled at the kitchen corner. They looked at Swagger with the deadest eyes he’d ever seen. The place was illuminated by sunlight as electricity was too expensive to waste on reality.

“Miz Roberts, this here the investigator I told you about. Looking into the death of your husband, George. I told you, now, you just answer his questions, maybe we get to the bottom of this.”

The woman did not know that George Roberts had come at Charles with a knife in the Stock Yards and Charles had shot him dead. She only knew that that night George didn’t come home, nor the next nor the next. On the fourth day, she went to the Chicago morgue and watched as a body was pulled from a file cabinet of corpses, unzipped from its rubber bag, and there was the man who had fathered her children and supported her and them extremely well by the standards of the time until…

Did she want to take possession of the body? She had no money to pay for a funeral, much less an undertaker, and so that was that, without apology. She filled out a form that permitted the city to do what it was going to do whether she signed it or not and left the building, knowing that George’s next stop was an unmarked site in potter’s Negro field.

“Someone killed him,” she said. “I know who. Even if it was some other man wif a gun, it happened because of a certain man.”

“Ma’am, to help you I need to hear about it. Maybe something can be done.”

“Nuffin’ can be done,” she said. “World don’t work that way.”

“There can be exceptions,” said Charles.

She looked at him, mournful and solemn. Her eyes were blank to possibility, her body torn by gravity. She had no place to go, no money, and though it was hotter now than wind from the devil’s ass, a bitter Chicago winter was coming on.

“What you care?” she asked.

“It’s what my department does,” he said. “Now, please: What was going on with George? Who do you think killed him, or put him in a situation where he got killed?”

What made him charge the gun? Why did I have to put three hardballs into him and watch him die in the cattle shit of the Stock Yards?

She told it. George Roberts had been on the slaughter line for Armour. He was not without skill. He was a knocker. It was a good, steady job, at 9 cents an hour. The issue was the workday, which was usually fourteen hours, six days a week.

George was a member of Amalgamated Meat Cutters 173, however, and 173, in concert with many other union locals in the Yards, was on the agitation for an eight-hour workday. Finally, a year ago, 173 went out on strike for the eight-hour day, along with six other unions. It was a long, tough strike, with more than a little picket-line violence, more than a few heads broken on each side of the line (the company brought in scabs from the South, men just as desperate as the strikers). After six months of the workers making do on the tiny union relief fund, the strike was settled—for a penny raise on all hours over eight per day.

Everyone knew Union leadership—that is, the Italians—had been bought off by Armour or had sold out the workers, but no one could do anything about it. All those who’d campaigned against signing the new contract had been subject to intensive goon violence. The contract passed, but just barely, with charges of a rigged election. And everyone who voted against the agreement was mysteriously fired the next day, then blackballed and couldn’t get jobs in the industry. George was desperate for money to move his family back to Mississippi, where he’d heard the steel mills were hiring, but he couldn’t afford the tickets for the Illinois Central. It seemed that the three biggest institutions in his life—Armour, Amalgamated Meat Cutters 173, and the Illinois Central—were dead set on destroying him.

“He was near crazy. He be in such a hurt. Man thought his babies goin’ starve.”

“You said ‘because of a certain man.’ May I ask who?”

She looked hard at Washington, and it was as if some strange Negro information passed between them no white person could ever understand.

“I didn mean nothin’ or nobody. Certain man. The man. You know, they all different, they all the same. Holdin’ us down, killin’ us if need be, always gittin’ away with it.”

“I see,” said Charles. “So what’s next for you?”

“You lookin’ at it, sir,” she said. “When winter come, we freeze here in this hole, pray fo’ warm weather and a break or two.”

“Do you have anything in Mississippi?”

“It ain’t gonna happen.”

“What about a job in the other mills, for the cotton?”

“How I git down there? Illinois Central ticket fo’ us three cost near on fifty dollah. Then what? Where I put the boys when we gets there, while I look fo’ a job, then a place to stay? Maybe I don’t start fo’ a week. Who feed us then?”

“Do you have people there, Miz Roberts?” asked Washington.

“My mama, and George’s. But hard on them too, just barely keeping alive. I don’t see nothing but the street fo’ me, if I can git the state to take over the boys, but George Jr., he weak, you know, he ain’t no tough one, and if he go into a home he gwine git hurt.”

“All right,” said Charles. He reached into his pocket, pulling out the last of the money he’d gotten from the mob people as the Dillinger bonus.

“I’m giving you two hundred dollars in cash money.”

Her eyes went all wide, maybe crazy.

“Suh!”

“You listen here. That’s money to get you back to Mississippi, to support you while you get settled and employed. You guard this money well. Don’t give it to anybody, don’t tell anybody. Don’t show anybody. Don’t let anybody hold it. It’s killing money, down here. Lots of thieves and slickers in the world, and they feed on folks like you. Do you get it?”

“Yes, suh. Oh Jesus, you must be an angel and—”

“Now, stop with that kind of talk. I’m just a sinner, vain and proud and stubborn, like any bad man. But I do want to help, for my own reasons. You take the money, you get out of this town as fast as you can and start over where it’s better or at least warmer. Don’t waste money on a new hat, you don’t need a new hat. But before you leave, you take these boys to an eatery and get them fed on meat and potatoes, do you hear?”

“Yes, suh.”

He turned to Washington, who looked at him in utter surprise.

“Our business is done here. Let’s go. Good day and good luck, Mrs. Roberts.”

“Suh, Jehovah himself will take you into heaven.”

“I doubt that,” said Charles.

They went back out to the car wordlessly and settled into the drive back to Comiskey Park, where Charles had parked his Pontiac.

“Never heard of that,” Washington finally said.

“It’s between you and me, right? You’re not going to spread the story.”

“No, sir. I swear it.”

“Something’s going on down here, and it smells real bad. It needs to be looked at.”






[image: ] CHAPTER 7


HE FIRST HEARD IT AT the lockup near Comiskey Park. Was it said straight-out, or in parts from which he inferred its meaning, or had he imagined it? Didn’t want to appear too curious at all. Made no sign of noticing, which was hard among the cops, for they survived by noticing. Still, was it real or a phantasm?

He had come down here to pick up just such a clue, telling Clegg and then Sam that he wasn’t sure about Baby Face and needed more time to poke around. As office star, until another one came along, he got that freedom without trouble. That was the nature of an office.

He mingled, he wandered, he made friends, he answered questions when asked, and nobody seemed to care. That was good. He meant to overhear what was being said unofficially, in the squad rooms or showers, by the cops. No need for reports to brass, no need for press attention, no need for badge showing. But cops know stuff, somehow. These boys knew—magically, it seemed—he was the one who had put Johnny down. In their world, that made him a hero, if for no other reason than it meant that was one less tommy gun for them to face if it came to pass.

“I went to the library and looked at that Negro newspaper, the Chicago Defender. It seemed the South Side had gotten much more violent this year. More murder among the South Side folks, more assaults on police, more times one of you had to drop one of them. Lots of anger on both sides. Or am I wrong?”

“What are you looking for, federal man?” asked the sergeant, as Irish as a map of Dublin. “We just do what has to be done and that’s that. We’re the blue wall. Keep the black people from edging uptown into white areas like the Loop or the North Side and everything is fine. If their deaths go up a little down here, it doesn’t matter, and that will happen because your Negro is a moody lad under the smiling, and sometimes on no account, he gets angry. Takes it out on wife, best friend, stranger, nearest police officer. In the latter case, he earns three in the chest, and don’t tell me you didn’t put three in the chest of that boy in the Stock Yards, no matter what Sylvester Washington’s report says.”

“I know how it goes, O’Brian, and I’m not down here to upset apple carts. I’m no reformer—no reports are going to the Loop. I just want to know how things are in case we have to operate down here against Baby Face.”
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