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Her pure and eloquent blood


Spoke in her cheeks, and so distinctly wrought
That one might almost say, her body thought.






—John Donne,  Of the Progress of the Soul 



It is an isle under lonian skies,


Beautiful as a wreck of Paradise.

—Percy Bysshe Shelley,  Epipsychidion 
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1




my friend Alison and I are sitting in a South Side bar discussing white holes and the big crunch, the existence of God, monogamous guilt-free sex—all theoretical subjects at the University of Chicago. It’s a slow-moving Saturday afternoon in early December, a perfectly lazy day. We’ve got an hour to kill before we’re due at Bond Chapel for Beth Reinhardt’s wedding.

Beth teaches Western Civ and she’s had bad luck with men; by my count, this is marriage number four. There are restraining orders on two of the former husbands—the third is still in Stateville—and the bride herself has just declared bankruptcy so with Christmas just around the corner it should be a very festive occasion.

Alison’s known Beth since childhood—they grew up on the same block, went to the same schools—but my own knowledge of Beth is much more fragmentary. I know her taste in martinis (very dry), religion (lapsed Catholic), and men (nondenominational). I know she returned to Hyde Park from Berkeley three years ago, swapping one assistant professorship for another, divorcing one man while swearing off all others, and that Alison helped her through this period, taking her to exercise classes, jogging with her along the lakefront, shooting pool in Wicker Park, baby-sitting her kids. (Beth did her dissertation on the medieval church, and her kids, who adore her, often show up on our doorstep on Halloween dressed as Thomas Aquinas, Peter Abelard, or various generic Franciscans.) I know she smokes too much, has published too little, has a fondness for old MGM musicals and vintage clothing, and once tried to climbwhatever mountain you climb before you climb Everest. I don’t know if she made it to the top. All that really matters to me is that she’s Alison’s friend.

I’ve decided to prepare for the wedding by drinking single-malt scotch. Alison’s preparing for an Ironman triathlon next spring; she’s drinking water laced with creatine. She looks very hot today dressed in a tight black dress, with matching industrial jewelry and lineman’s boots. Her fingernails are painted flat gunmetal-gray. The dress drops very low in the back. She’s drawing lots of stares each time she leaves the table. I make a mental note for the wedding: Sit in the last row. 

“Thanks for dressing up,” she says, giving my tie a life-threatening tug. She’s not crazy about anything I’m wearing today—formal black Chucks, a corduroy jacket with faux faculty elbow patches, a tie with flying toasters and dive-bombing bread slices that came free with an old screen saver. There’s some strawberry jam on it, too, saved from breakfast. I don’t have many ties. But corduroy, I feel, never really goes out of fashion.

“What’s the lucky bastard’s name again?” I say, savoring the scotch. “This guy who’s marrying Beth? Bachelor number four? Charlie something?”

“Charles, not Charlie, okay, Harding? He’s not one of your wise-guy friends. This is a good, decent man, a poet, a scholar. He doesn’t have a rap sheet. Maybe that’s hard for you to relate to, but Beth finds it refreshing.” She swirls the cloudy water in her glass. “He’s a romantic; he proposed to her on her birthday. He remembers her birthday. He loves her kids. And his last name’s Muller. Charles Muller. Why is that so hard to remember?”

“I’m not sure. It might have something to do with his personality.Or lack thereof. Let’s face it—middle-aged guys who drink tea and write rhymed couplets don’t make the most forceful impression.”

“Middle-aged guys who are still single can be hard to find, Harding. He’s very stable.”

“He’s very dull.”

“Maybe that’s what Beth needs right now. Especially after her first three. Sometimes dull sounds damn good to me, too. There are nights when dull would be a real change of pace.” She checks her watch. It’s guaranteed waterproof, SEAL approved, but if you ever wore the damn thing in the water, you’d sink like a stone. “Besides, Charlie’s not really dull, he’s just quiet. Still waters, you know? His poetry’s pretty far out there, makes Ashbery look simple, and he’s gotten all sorts of awards—and now you’ve got me doing it, calling him Charlie.”

I reach out and push her hair behind her ears. She has her contacts in, a sure sign that it’s a formal occasion. “Let’s hear that résumé again.”

“Visiting professor, English,” she says, “tenure-track potential, currently at Colorado. Doesn’t drink. Doesn’t smoke. Doesn’t talk a whole lot. Robert Lowell expert. Tall, stoop-shouldered—he’s got sort of a Lowell thing going himself, minus the lithium. Beard thing under control. Published. Genius grant. First marriage, no kids, minimal baggage. Beth’s crazy about him.”

“Beth goes crazy like this every two or three years, Alison. The registry at Field’s should give out frequent fliers.” It occurs to me that I myself am a middle-aged guy. I’m still getting used to forty. “And he comes with just a tad of baggage, doesn’t he?”

“Like what?”

“Like does your good friend Beth know that you roomed with Charlie back in college in that commune on Hyde Park Boulevard—”

“Here we go,” she says, amused. “Now we get to the heart of the matter.” She likes to play at being upset, but it takes more than this to get under her skin. “This is why you don’t like him? We didn’t room together, Harding—I shared a house with him and nine or ten others. That’s all. And you know about the house. I’ve told you about the house. It was just a dorm—Grand Terrace wasn’t a commune. Don’t be so Neanderthal.”

It was a strange sort of dorm, though, a tall, ramshackle house jammed between apartment buildings, far away from the main quadrangle. It wasn’t listed with student housing, not officially, though advisers sometimes guided second- or third-years there. It attracted artists, writers, other social outcasts. The residents called it Grand Terrace because of the missing second-floor porch, which fell off during a three-keg party one summer. The four-by-six supports still hung in midair like a skeleton.

“You didn’t answer my question,” I say. “Does Beth know about you and Charlie?”

“Of course she knows. But there’s nothing to know. Charles was postgrad, I was a sophomore. He was older than me, much older—”

“He’s nearly my age, Alison—”

“—I meant to say much, much older—and people were always moving in, transferring out—he lived in the penthouse, I lived on the first floor. We had different classes, different friends, I had that part-time job waiting tables at the Blue Gargoyle, he was teaching freshmen at Circle and reading manuscripts at the Chicago Review —”

“You remembered him well enough to recognize him at that stupid-Mensa convention last spring.”

“He remembered me, Harding. I’m apparently hard to forget. Can I help it? Is that my fault?” She shakes her head. “Come on, let’s not fight, we’re gonna have a good time tonight. Weddings are just big parties. Lots to eat and drink. If you’re good, I’ll introduce you to some of my clients, faculty wives with good muscle tone, you’ll love them.” She owns PowerFemmes, a women’s fitness center on South Woodlawn. I’m a silent partner. It’s a serious gym, hard-iron, no-frills, no-nonsense, a lot like Alison. There are free weights, squat racks, benches, mats. No sauna, no pool, no health café. No Jazzercise. “Just do me a favor, okay? Look, don’t touch. There’s a lot of repressed sexuality in that bunch, I wanna keep it that way. It helps with the workouts. Just be civil. You’re not marrying Charles, you don’t have to like him.”

“I don’t like him now.”

She sighs. “I put up with your friends, Harding. Like Boone. And Donnie Wilson. And your lowlife clients, none of whom has good muscle tone.” She mixes some protein powder with her water, turning it mossy green. It reminds me of a science-fair experiment I did in ninth grade. “Speaking of which . . . you’re not still driving out to see Donnie tonight, are you? I want you with me at the reception.”

“I won’t miss the reception. I’m not meeting Donnie till much later.” Donnie Wilson runs a corporate security firm; he often hires me for jobs too sensitive for his own firm to handle. In this case “sensitive” usually means illegal. Donnie himself, according to his ex-wives, is not a particularly sensitive guy.

Alison takes a large vitamin pill from a very small purse, washes it down with what’s left of her water. It must be one of the high-fiber kind. It smells like mulch. I tell her that I should be the one taking vitamins and protein powder.

“What in God’s name was that move you tried on me last night?”

She grins. “You liked that?”

“I loved it, baby. I can hardly walk.”

“It was nothing, just a variation on the scissors. I teach it in self-defense class.”

“That wasn’t self-defense,” I say, draining the scotch.

“You couldn’t move, could you?”

“I wasn’t trying to move, Alison. The last thing in the world I wanted to do was move.”

“That’s the point, lover,” she says. “It’s called death ecstasy, I think, in sociobiology—the wounded prey surrendering to a far superior force. . . .”

“Wonderful. How civilized.”

“Welcome to the animal kingdom,” she says, and heads for the bar, drawing more stares. She’s very tall, has long black hair, a boyish figure. Whenever she helps me on a case—her photography skills come in handy and she works cheap—her surveillance reports arewritten in black ink on cream-colored paper. They are models of calligraphy, filled with detail. “Subject wore a yellow raincoat with matching galoshes,” she’ll write. “Umbrella didn’t match.”

She brings me another drink. I think she’s freshened up her water.-It’s hard to tell. The scotch I’m drinking is usually for after dinner. It tastes just fine after lunch.

“Isn’t that Detective Crowley?” she says, sitting down, crossing her long legs. “The guy in the trench, looking lost by the front door?”

“You’re right.” I hold my glass aloft until Terry Crowley sees us. He’s a CPD detective in Violent Crimes. Our paths have crossed a few times, but we’re not exactly friends. He’s aging rapidly. I think cop years are like dog years. He has liver spots on his hands. He has spots of mud on his topcoat, which he throws over a chair at our table. And he has a new scar on his left cheek, a perfect circle, as if a tentacle from some underwater beast had grabbed him and held on tight.

His sport coat’s even older than mine, with frayed lapels, torn pockets, and at least two bullet-size holes, more likely from late-night cigarettes than a 9mm. His scruffy brown wingtips have slightly mismatched laces and are dotted with salt. He fits right in here at the Cove Lounge, one of the darker, seedier Hyde Park bars known mostly for a good jazz jukebox. He says hello to Alison, eyeing her dress and her legs. He doesn’t seem surprised to see us.

“What are you doing in Hyde Park, Terry?” I say. “Hassling students? Rousting the homeless?”

“I’m working out of the Twenty-first,” Crowley says. “You didn’t know?”

“I don’t read CopNews, ” I say. “I lose track of your promotions.”

“It’s just temporary. The watch commander’s on leave.” He’s looking around as though there might be a waitress. It’s not that kind of place. “Plus I’m sort of easing back into things. Working part-time.”

“You were sick?” He does look like he’s lost a lot of weight. Andhis face has a chalky color that I’d attributed to the Cove’s mood lighting.

“They cut something out,” he says with a shrug. “I had a little work done.” He might be talking about putting in a new patio. “So I’ve been at a desk, cleaning up some odds and ends. Dead-end shit. Nothing real exciting. Sort of like your job, Harding.”

A girl at the next table smiles at Crowley. She’s young, blond, dressed to kill or at least turn a profit—sheer blue blouse, short vinyl skirt, ankle-strap heels. Either she’s a student or a hooker or a student dressed like a hooker. Maybe she’s a hooker going back to school.

“Can you drink? Let me buy you a drink, Crowley.”

“I’m on duty.”

“Which means?”

“Just a beer,” he says. “Maybe a shot.”

I fight my way through the crowd and get Crowley’s drinks. When I return, he’s wearing bifocals the same color as the liver spots. There’s a stack of pictures on the table. Alison is looking at me, eyebrows raised. It’s never a good sign when cops take out pictures.

“You two going somewheres later?” Crowley says, peering over his glasses. “Or do you dress up like this for the crowd here at the Cove?”

“We’ve got a wedding. Faculty members, friends of ours.”

He nods. “Thought we might have dinner. Catch up on old times.” He doesn’t really sound like he means it. And I’m not sure what old times he’s referring to. Crowley was the first Chicago cop I ran into after prison. He wasn’t real friendly. He didn’t take me to dinner. He lights a cigarette, spins an ashtray painted like a roulette wheel—LIGHTUP YOUR LIFE AT HOLLYWOOD CASINO—androlls the match onto twelve black. It’s not one of my lucky numbers.

“Maybe I should show you this first,” he says, unfolding a piece of paper. It’s a fax of business cards, arranged like a collage. The Xeroxing turned bent corners and folds into wrinkles. There’s acard from a dry cleaner, one from a faith healer, one from an insurance agent—another kind of faith healer, I guess. There’s one from an herbalist. And one from a doctor.



DR.WILLIAMWOKOWSKI

MICHAELREESEHOSPITAL

Practice Limited to Ear, Nose, and Throat



“I’m running them down for a friend of mine. Two of them were dead ends,” Crowley says. “The faith healer has so far eluded my grasp. I’m not planning on going door-to-door. The herb guy I’m checking out next. The card says Hyde Park Boulevard, but that’s just 51st Street, isn’t it?”

I nod. I’m noticing the typeface on the Wokowski card— Helvetica Bold? Geneva?—and remembering the dizzying array of choices that the River North printer offered me when I ordered them nine or ten years ago. I felt I was letting him down, buying the cheapest design. He had endless fonts, colors, styles. Endless penandink drawings of endless ears, noses, and throats.

“This last one—I guess they checked with Reese,” Crowley says. “Nobody ever heard of the good Dr. Wokowski. Which is surprising; it’s usually easy tracking down a doc. They called the state board, the AMA. Nothing. But the name’s real enough. And so are the phone numbers—or they were, years ago. So I’m thinking somebody borrowed the name. Which is a pretty stupid thing to do.” He grabs a handful of peanuts. “Funny thing, when I saw this, right away I thought of this guy played lineman beside you in high school, Harding. Big, red-haired guy, built like Butkus. Missing a couple of teeth. Wasn’t his name Wokowski?”

“You remembered that?” I’d forgotten that Crowley played high school ball in the Catholic League a year or so ahead of me. It seems like a long time ago. It seems even longer when I look at the lines on Crowley’s face. Are we really the same age?

“He ran over me enough times. He was all-city, his picture wasin the goddamn paper every year when I looked for mine—and he got a scholarship, he played college ball at Kansas. Did you know that?” I shake my head. “Well, it wasn’t much of a career. A vein popped somewheres. An artery. An aneurysm. I guess you didn’t send him no flowers.” He takes a long drink of beer, fingers the fax.

I’m trying to remember when I last used that business card. I often carry half a dozen of them in my wallet. It’s a cheap way to fake an ID; the M.D. impresses people, and most of the time nobody stops to wonder why a physician would bother to carry business cards around.

But it’s been years since I used this one. I don’t even remember why I used that particular name. Maybe I thought it was cute. It was definitely lazy. And in my profession things done in haste—or carelessness—have a way of coming back to haunt you.

“Where did you find them?” I say.

“The cards? With the girl,” he says, tossing me a photo like a banco dealer in a Bond flick. “Take a look.”

I turn the picture over.

“Her name’s Tracy Lawrence; she washed up on a rock last month in East Dubuque. The case is going nowhere. A buddy of mine retired from Area One Burglary runs the department out there; I’m helping him out.”

“Jesus,” Alison says, staring at the photo. She doesn’t turn away. The girl was in the water a long time, but that’s not what’s so awful. Her neck doesn’t quite reach her shoulders. Her hands are placed near her wrists. The cops put her back together for the picture. I’m not sure why they bothered.

“One of the locals found her in a trash bag. It got hung up on a rock or who knows, it might’ve ended up in New Orleans, made somebody’s Mardi Gras.” He shakes his head. “They should really have the feds involved, you want to know the God’s honest, especially on something this nasty, and this was real, real nasty”—Crowley spreads out a row of pictures worse than the first—“but nobody wants to share the glory. And nobody wants the FBI or the statepolice stomping on their cozy little bed-and-breakfasts. You ever been out there, Harding? For a weekend maybe?” He looks at me. I think he’s forgotten Alison’s even here. “They say it’s very scenic.”

“East Dubuque?”

“Galena.”

“I thought you said she washed up in East—”

“She did, she did, but she was staying in Galena.” The blonde bumps Crowley’s chair; she giggles, gets to her feet a little unsteadily, and takes the long way to the bathrooms. I can’t tell if it’s the beer or the platforms that make her walk such an adventure. Crowley’s watching her like a crossing guard. She’s awfully young for this place, but I don’t think Crowley’s gonna check her ID. “They’re not making a whole lot of progress out there. She was Jane Doe until last week. Then they got lucky with a couple of things. I guess she’s from Missouri, but she lived in Hyde Park, went to school here eight or nine years ago. You sure you never been out there, Harding?”

“No.” Galena is a tourist trap in western Illinois, the kind of idyllic-small town I do my best to avoid. It’s possible I passed through it—my memory of my drinking years is filled with more holes than Crowley’s jacket—but right now all I can think about is the pictures and the way the different angles expose the wounds. They are jagged in a way I’ve never really seen before. Unless something got to her in the water. Her flesh looked like it’d been pulled apart.

“You should go sometime,” he says. “They say it’s scenic as hell.”

The fax sits on the table like a used napkin.

“I’m sorry, what did you say about the business cards?” Alison says. “They found the cards on her?”

“Not on her, no, Alison,” he says with a slow smile. “They’re slow out there in East Dubuque, they’re not quite that fucking slow. They found her wallet. I can’t tell you where.”

“How did she die? I mean . . . was she alive . . .”

“You mean was it the knives, was she alive when it—no, she was strangled.”

“Was that all?”

He shrugs. “It seems like enough to me.”

“Was she raped, Detective?” she says, a different timbre in her voice.

“She was assaulted, yeah.”

Alison nods, sits back in her seat. She avoids my eyes.

“East Dubuque is upriver from Galena,” I say. “Do they know where she was killed?”

“I think they know which way the river runs, Harding. But no, they don’t have a crime scene, just reservations at the DeSoto House that nobody claimed last weekend of October. Happy fucking Halloween. The rest of it . . . who the hell knows. It’s not even my case.”

“You’re just helping your buddy,” I say. “Running a few names.”

“The ones connected to Chicago,” he says, nodding. “My primary concern is I’m hoping the guy who borrowed Wokowski’s name has gotten smarter since then. And learned to make up the fucking names before he goes around putting them on cards and handing them out to every dame he meets in a bar.”

“He might have been on the job, working a case, missing persons, Terry. Just trying to make a buck.”

“That’s one scenario,” he agrees. “One I’ve been thinking of. Purely as a matter of coincidence. You were working the South Side eight or nine years ago yourself, weren’t you, Harding? Right after you got out of the pen?”

“You know I couldn’t work then, Terry. I didn’t have a license.”

“You don’t have a license now, Harding. That doesn’t seem to stop you from working.” He refolds the fax and puts it neatly in his pocket. His fingers are covered with wrinkles, or maybe they’re scars from fine cuts, the wear and tear of homicide paperwork. “East Hyde Park Boulevard—that’s close to heres, right?”

“Four or five blocks,” Alison says. “You could walk it. I used to, twice a day when I lived down there.”

Crowley gives Alison a blank look, which turns into anothersmall smile. I’m not sure which part intrigues him more—her familiarity with the street or the suggestion that he should walk for no reason.

“Alison used to live on Hyde Park Boulevard,” I say. “When she was in college.”

“Yeah? You know this building?”

“Not by the number. And that area’s changed, it was nicer when I lived there. But it’s not a bad walk, if the storm doesn’t hit. They’re not very good at clearing the snow in Hyde Park.”

“Me, I don’t mind the snow,” Crowley says. “Never did, even when I was walking a beat. If you ask me, this city’s meant to be under a foot of snow. Like a postcard. Spring is the fucking problem—spring hits, the fucking snow melts, you’ve got nothing but dog shit. The ice thaws . . . you’ve got bodies.” He tugs on his thinning hair, a nervous habit I don’t remember him having. “God only knows what a herbalist is. A cook? A gardener? And East Hyde Park Boulevard—that’s just a fancy name for 51st Street, isn’t it?”

I nod.

“Then why the hell don’t they just call it 51st Street?”

“I don’t know, Terry,” I say. “I guess they think it’s more scenic.”

Crowley smiles. “It’s a scenic fucking world, isn’t it? That’s my impression, anyway. I’m beginning to think the whole fucking world is nothing but flowers and candy.”

He smiles at me and then leans forward on his elbows. I’m supposed to listen closely.

“What I’m hoping here, Harding, is that if there did happen to be any more of these cards lying around, it would be nice if the guy would have the good sense to get rid of them. Before they cause him or anyone else that might know the guy any more needless aggravation. On a nice Saturday. That’s what I’m thinking.”

“I can understand that.”

“You don’t think any more are gonna surface?”

“I don’t see how they could,” I say, “if the guy took care of that personally.”

“He’d have to have gotten smarter by now, wouldn’t he?”

“He couldn’t get much dumber.”

He nods. “That’s what I’m thinking.”

He finishes his beer and stands to leave. He pushes his chair back in neatly, like a child leaving the dinner table. The blonde scoots her chair in, turns to smile at Terry. He smiles back. It reminds me of Gene Hackman in French Connection when he picks up the little girl on a bicycle. Roy Scheider has to uncuff Gene from the bed the next morning. Love is a many-splendored thing.

It’s getting late. The jukebox is getting mellow: Della Reese with lots of strings.



So love me as I love you in my reverie . . .



“Detective?” Alison stands to face him. She’s an inch or two taller. “Where was she living when she died? Galena? Hyde Park?”

“They don’t know. They don’t have a current address. They’re working on it.” Crowley picks up the shot of Daniel’s, which he must have been saving for dessert. There’s a tremor in his fingers I’ve never noticed before. His face looks like rolled-out pastry dough. “Go to your wedding,” he says. “Enjoy the beautiful weather. Give my regards to the sanctity of marriage.”

Alison watches him leave. She waits until he’s all the way out the door and on the street before she sits down and looks me in the eye. There’s something sad on her face.

I can tell she’s upset. Because she’s doing what she often does when she’s distracted or worried—exercising, pushing against something. Testing herself. Her boots are pressing hard against the oak table legs. Leg extensions. I can see her thighs extending through her stockings. The wood’s creaking like my knees did last night.

“It’s nothing,” I say. “I don’t know her.”

She must have known me though. She might as well have had that Wokowski card pinned to her like a dry-cleaning ticket.

“We’ve got time for one more drink,” she says, handing me herempty glass. The light’s gone from her eyes. It could just be the storm clouds throwing shadows in the room. “Get me something stronger this time. Vodka. Hold the water.”

“He shouldn’t have brought those damn pictures.”

“I’m okay. Just get the drinks.”

“I don’t know her, Alison. Really.”

“I know, Harding,” she says. “But I do.”






2




at four o’clock Alison and I are in the last row of Bond Chapel, waiting for Beth Reinhardt’s wedding to start.The chapel seats three hundred; it’s a favorite campus spot for both weddings and funerals, and right now it’s SRO, filled with an extended family from three failed marriages and ten years of teaching—friends, faculty, students. Everyone’s here except the groom. He’s late enough that each time the wind rustles the creaky rear doors three hundred heads swivel, hoping to catch a glimpse of the embarrassed suitor or Beth in her white-icing gown—but all they see is Alison fixing my tie or pushing my hair back. They’re necessarily disappointed. Meanwhile the late arrivals tiptoe in like thieves, smile at me like old friends, and nod expectantly. They want my seat.

We got here late ourselves, after driving to campus and spending a good ten minutes hunting for a parking place. The traffic was murder. There’s still a foot of snow on the ground from last week; half the parking spots have disappeared. When we finally did manage to squeeze the 4Runner into a very tight spot on the Midway, we weren’t much closer to the chapel than if we’d just left the car at the Cove.

We sat there for a minute. I was listening to the Blackhawks, waiting to hear the score. Play had been stopped. There was blood on the ice. Alison was bundled up in her coat. She hadn’t said much since we left the Cove.

I didn’t feel like pressing her. I talked about the weather, I asked about Beth’s wedding gown, about Charlie’s tux, about the weddinggifts and the honeymoon plans. I knew the answers already. She was slumped in her seat, her head turned to the glass. She’d been crying, something she rarely does. Her contacts were out. A box of Puffs was cradled in her lap. Her feet were pushing hard against the floor mat.

When she finally spoke her voice was a hoarse whisper.

“I’ve been thinking about the Laundromat,” she said, blowing her nose, wiping her eyes. “Clovernook Cleaners, the one by Power-Femmes? You think it does much business?”

I shrugged. It wasn’t number one on my list of questions. A long black Cadillac with vanity plates—KEWLONE—pulledalongside, waited until I waved him on. I could sell this parking spot for twenty bucks easy.

“They don’t maintain it very well,” she said. “The washing machines are always broken, filled up with water. The dryers are ancient, the floor’s warped from all the flooding. . . .”

“It’s pretty run-down,” I agreed.

“Leon wants to retire. You know Leon, the owner?”

“I’ve met Leon.”

“Well, that’s all he talks about. Retiring, moving to Florida, going to the dog races. If he did . . . if they moved out . . . then we could expand the gym, put in a whirlpool. Maybe a massage table.”

Her eyes closed. You can only distract yourself with something like Leon and his Laundromat for so long before you start thinking of other things, like those photographs and the jagged cuts on Tracy’s hands. . . .

She started drawing circles in the fog on the window. I got her wire-rim glasses out of her purse and slid them over her ears. Her cheeks were very pale. Her red eyes were filled with questions. “Who would do something like that, Harding?”

I turned the heat down a bit. “Someone who knew her, I guess. And lured her to that hotel in Galena. They’ll have to trace her movements the last month or two, talk to her friends. Now that they have an ID, it shouldn’t be too hard.” I don’t mention what’s reallybothering me. Someone went to a lot of trouble dumping the body. And then somehow left her purse where it could be found. With my card in it. 

“Do you think Crowley knows more than he told us?”

“Sure.”

“Why not tell us?”

“Right now, I don’t think he cares all that much. That might change.”

“Poor Tracy,” she said.

“When did you meet her?”

“In college, sophomore year. We were in a women’s fiction group, Tuesday nights at the Blue Gargoyle. We were reading Jane Bowles. She’d been living in Pierce. I’d just moved out of Hitchcock.”

“I remember.”

“You do?”

“Sure. The room with the view. Of somebody’s air conditioner. Which made a noise like fingernails on a blackboard every time it was turned on.”

“Right,” she said, smiling.

“You wore your hair short then. With a streak of purple. Which drove your dad crazy when he saw it. And blue lipstick. And you had a little temporary tattoo, of a butterfly, on your left ankle.”

“You remember all that?”

I shrugged.

It doesn’t seem that long ago to me. I’d just met her, coming back from prison on a Greyhound. We were both heading home. I was wearing a ninety-dollar state-issued black suit. She was wearing torn jeans and sandals and a black sweater and she was just about the loveliest thing I’d ever seen. We had lunch together at a Woolworth’s in Berea, Kentucky. She told me about visiting her father in Florida. I told her about prison. I’d done eighteen months for manslaughter after a case went south in more ways than one. That was ten years ago. The Woolworth’s is long gone. The prison’s gone,too, replaced by a corrections facility. I’m guessing Berea, Kentucky, is still there.

“And then I moved out of the dorms and into the house. Grand Terrace.”

I nodded. The house, the famous house with the missing porch. I was dating her then, but I knew I wasn’t the only one. I was trying to figure her out. It wasn’t easy. I’d been through a rough time in prison, learned to keep things to myself, and Alison had a directness that I misread as a kind of style. I wasn’t used to someone so honest. She kidded me about my long silences, my nervous replies. It might have been what attracted her to me. She might have misread that as a kind of style, too.

We stumbled into a relationship, discovered places where our South Side lives had intersected—Sundays at Comiskey Park, school trips, bars. The ward at Wyler Hospital where we’d had our tonsils out, ten years apart. Alison’s parents were academics; her mother’s dead, but I’ve met her dad, whom she’s still close to, and when I picture him coming home it’s to a house full of books, antique furniture, the smell of pipe tobacco. I can see him as he walks in the door—like in a fifties sitcom—tired and distracted but stopping to play with Alison, holding her aloft in his arms.

I grew up a few miles away—an hour by bus, you have to transfer-twice—behind the ruins of the stockyards. My old man was a roofer. The house always smelled like last night’s dinner. Other than a copy of Hawaii, which my mother was always starting, our library came from Reader’s Digest. Our furniture came from Goldblatt’s. And when my old man came home—if he did come home—we’d be in our beds holding our breath until he went to sleep.

Alison reached into my coat pocket and pulled out a handkerchief. The black Cadillac paused behind us once again, blinked its lights. I was starting to feel sorry for the guy. “We’d better get going,” I told her, waving him on. She nodded, checked her makeup in the rearview, brushed her hair.

The Midway was quiet. We walked across North Plaisance to59th Street. Students hurried through the cold toward Harper Library. Alison’s spring coat was almost like a thin black bathrobe, two sizes too large, hanging to her boots, covering her hands. She didn’t seem to feel the cold.

“Later that year Tracy lost part of her scholarship. She got a job waitressing at Jackson’s, that bar on 53rd near Kimbark. The one where the McDonald’s is now.”

“I used to drink in there all the time.”

“You used to drink everywhere, Harding.”

“Maybe I met her.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Maybe I gave her the damn Wokowski card myself.” I was still trying to remember what case I might have been working on then. Crowley was right—I had been all over the South Side then, no license, no clients. Just hustling, working out of my car, handing out cards . . .

She shook her head. Her long black hair shimmered like sable.

“Why not? I didn’t know her. Maybe I tried picking her up.”

“She knew you. She knew who you were. Because we were friends.”

“You and Tracy.”

“Yes,” she said. “And you and me.”

“You never introduced us.”

“There were lots of people back then I never introduced you to, Harding.”

“Like Charlie.”

“Like Charlie, yes,” she said, sighing. “Or Tracy. Or a dozen others . . . There was a girl in the house who was part Eskimo, named Aioki. Did I introduce you to her or any of the others? No. So what’s the big deal?”

“Aioki the Eskimo never washed up on the Mississippi shoreline, Alison. Whatever happened to Tracy?”

“She left after spring quarter, moved to the West Coast. She wanted to write. I got a letter from her once, she was living by thebeach. After that . . . I don’t know, I sort of lost track of her.”

We passed through the archway connecting Wieboldt and Classics. There’s an old stone here from the original University of Chicago, which was located at 34th and Cottage Grove and went bankrupt in the 1880s. I walked past here every day for five years without noticing it until someone pointed it out. I just didn’t know where to look.

“She never came to any of the reunions?” I said. “Or sent you a Christmas card?” She shook her head. “What about her writing— you never heard about her getting published?”

“Like I said . . . I lost track of her. There was some campus magazine she might have written for, just small-time.” She pulled her coat tighter. Her hands were buried in her pockets. “Remember that party I took you to at Bartlett Gym last year, with the models and the ice sculptures?”

“Vaguely.” Alison dragged me to a lot of very bad parties— gallery openings, performance art shows—when she was into photography. I remembered the ice sculptures melting into the canapés, I remembered a live mermaid perched on the diving board. A friend of mine named Boone was there, running the open bar. I didn’t remember much else.

Neither did Alison. “It might have been a launch party for a magazine. And Tracy might have been involved somehow. . . .” She shrugged. She didn’t know the name of the magazine or the editor and she was clearly uncomfortable discussing it. It took me a minute to realize why—I’m slow at this sort of thing: She felt guilty about not staying closer to Tracy.

Ahead of us, people were streaming into Bond Chapel. It did indeed look like a perfect place for a wedding. As we joined the crowd, I remembered another night when I was much younger, much warmer, when I crossed the Midway in just the same spot and saw Alison playing Frisbee in a tank top and cut-offs and how sexy she looked. There were three or four other girls with her; perhaps Tracy Lawrence was one of them. Perhaps Charles was there, too.Perhaps they all went back to Grand Terrace together afterward. There was a dead-serious deadbolt on the front door of Grand Terrace, but once you got inside things got a little looser. None of the bedrooms ever seemed to be locked. And the doors always seemed left open deliberately, just a few inches, as though inviting you to listen. . . .




Alison took my arm as we went inside. “Who would do such a thing?” she said again, shivering.



it’sgetting a little warm now in the chapel. People are fanning themselves with programs left from last Sunday’s service. Alison is distracting herself by telling me about some of the faculty.


“The thin man with the goatee is Rossi, from Geology. Almost got canned, he sleeps with his students. Male students. Very young male students. The one in the cheap tuxedo is Kornovsky from Russian Lit . . . doesn’t look it, I know, but he is quite the womanizer. If they still use that term. He sleeps with everybody. That little man in the expensive suit runs the university press . . . he once came up to a woman I know at a cocktail party and told her he could carry her on his shoulders to New Orleans.”

“He was drunk?”

“We assume he was drunk.” A slender man in a charcoal suit stops to talk to us, introducing himself as Dr. Henry Dahlgren. He’s better dressed than most of the other men here—better shoes, better tie. Better haircut. He may be the only male in the room with mousse in his hair. He asks about Beth, expresses concern, holds my arm in an overly familiar way while telling a joke about orgone boxes that I laugh at but find incomprehensible. He seems to be having a good time. A lot of the faculty don’t get out much. Maybe he’s been hitting the sherry.

“Semi-shrink,” Alison tells me when he excuses himself to take a call on his cell phone. “Big deal in corporate consulting. Henry was on the search committee, helped Charles get his appointment. Don’task him about his research, he’ll start telling you about monkeys he hypnotized in the war.”

“Why was a shrink on the search committee?”

“They always do that, different disciplines. Somebody from History, somebody from Soc. Besides, Henry’s an assistant dean now. And, oh my God, there’s Moira.” She must mean the woman Dahlgren’s talking to, a pale, very thin redhead in a very slinky black dress. She’s sitting with her legs crossed, hands folded on her knee. She looks bored. He may be running the orgone box joke by her.

“That’s Henry’s wife, soon to be ex—they’ve been separated for a year. . . . God, what is she doing here?”

A lady in a summer-stock straw hat turns to shush us. We’re whispering, but Alison’s whisper has a very authoritative timbre.

“Come on,” Alison says. “Let’s go see how Beth is doing. Right now she’s probably dropping Xanax like gumdrops.”

We get up and try to sneak out the back door. Three hundred heads turn to watch. I wonder if any of Beth’s former husbands are here or if she even invited them. I don’t know what the etiquette is for that. RSVP if paroled. 

It’s dark outside now. The campus is settling in for the night. Beth’s in a small room in the next building. She’s a bit older than Alison, early thirties, five feet two, with short blond hair. She’s sitting on a folding chair at a long wooden table, holding her wedding dress up off the floor, smoking a Virginia Slims. Her legs are bare. It’s sort of a Courtney Love look.

“Don’t tell me,” she says when she sees us. “I don’t want to know—”

“Beth, relax, we haven’t heard anything,” Alison says. “I thought you’d like some company, that’s all. And what are you doing with that cigarette? You promised me you quit.”

“I’ll quit when I’m married.”

“Which should be any minute now,” Alison says.

“Where is he, Alison?” Beth says. “Where?”

“He’ll be here.”

She nods. “But why isn’t he here now? ”

“Something silly happened,” Alison says, patting her on the shoulder; they might be two sisters commiserating on prom night. “Something you’ll laugh about tomorrow. He’ll be here. You know Charles.”

“I thought I did,” Beth says. “I’m starting to wonder. Do we ever really know anybody in this world? Aren’t we all really strangers?” The Xanax is really starting to kick in.

“I saw Henry Dahlgren out front,” Alison says.

“I know, he came back here, too,” Beth says. “He offered to go look for Charles. . . . He’s very sweet. I didn’t know what to tell him. Where would he look? I mean, if Charles is drinking again . . .” She puts out her cigarette and starts digging in the pack for another. “I guess Moira’s here, too.”

“I thought they were getting a divorce,” Alison says. “I thought she was in the Caymans with her latest significant other.”

“Did you see the dress she had painted on? Unbelievable.”

“I know,” Alison says. “I hope she’s wearing underwear.”

There’s some kind of organ music drifting in, very mournful, just what we need right now. It sounds like something from Bride of Frankenstein: Procol Harum’s “Repent Walpurgis.”

“Maybe he stopped off somewhere,” Beth says. “He gets absentminded sometimes—we sent him out for pizza last week, he was gone two hours. He was telling me how back in college you guys once had to send out a search party for him when he made a beer run.”

Alison shakes her head. “I forgot about that.”

“He said you found him in Jackson Park writing a poem. Just sitting by the lagoon.”

“That was the old Charles,” Alison says. “The new Charles isn’t that self-absorbed. There’s got to be a reason for this. Right, Harding?”

I nod, though nothing comes to mind. “Does he have a car?”

“He doesn’t own one,” Beth says. “I mean, he did, but he sold it.He was looking for a new one, something big enough for the kids. Should I have asked Henry to go look for him? Do you think we should call the police? Or the emergency rooms?”

“It’s too early for that,” Alison says. “Isn’t it, Harding?”

“Probably.”

 “Isn’t it?” she says, kicking me.

“Definitely. Way too early.”

“Besides, Harding’s going to go out right now and find him.”

“He is?”

“I am?”

“Right now,” she says firmly. “So there’s no need to worry. He’s very good at this. It’s his job.”

“That’s the first I’ve heard you say that. Where would I look? Besides the Jackson Park lagoon?”

“He’s been staying at a frat house on University. Start there.”

“Alison—”

 “Just find him.” This kick lands squarely on my shins. If this conversation goes on much longer, I may need orthopedic surgery.

I suppose I could stop for a drink somewhere. If nothing else, I could storm into the bathroom at the frat house, asking where the old make-out king’s supposed to be getting married.

Beth gives me a key to Charles’s room. “Maybe you could check Starbucks. And Jimmy’s,” she says. “And the Cove. And Tiki. Just in case.”

“I had that same thought. And I’ll ask a guy I know at campus security if he’s heard anything. You know, just in case.”

“I suppose he could have had an accident,” Beth says, “or a stroke or something.”

“We’ll keep a good thought,” I say. She squeezes my hand. On my way out Henry Dahlgren hurries past me with a glass of something for Beth, saying, “Here we are, here we are, this will make you feel much better.” He looks like he’s used to being in charge, whether here or on his committees. Right now I’m guessing he wishes they’d expanded the search a little more.

Dahlgren’s wife, Moira, is with a group of smokers huddled under the arch. She hasn’t bothered to fetch her coat. She’s wearing very little except that slinky black dress and a small string of pearls. Her hair is beautifully cut. Her evening purse is small and oddly shaped, hanging on a long beaded strap. Her shoes might be snakeskin. People don’t dress like this very much in Hyde Park, but I think Moira would draw attention anywhere. She has a small black tattoo that’s only visible when she turns to you, swinging her hair, as she does to me right now.

“Trouble in paradise?” she says, smiling. She acts like we have a shared history that I can’t quite recall.

“Just a momentary lapse in reason.” Her purse has a small French logo; her tattoo looks like a Chinese symbol. Her perfume smells like money. I watch her walk back inside. The crowd parts automatically. She’s got the walk down pat.

I wish now I’d parked closer. The quads are empty. It’s very cold, but seasons don’t matter much here. There isn’t a lot of grass; all the buildings are gothic gray. If you wanted to be optimistic, you could call them “slate” or “taupe,” but that’s just the aging of the stone.

I walk past shuttered tennis courts, part of the pleasing geometryof a campus based on quadrangles. Beside the courts are three greenhouses. Three bright triangles of glass—three snow-covered peaks, two valleys between them. Square box fans on both ends made of weather-worn tin. The buildings are charcoal gray, the sky is black. The only green anywhere is the painted link fence by the tennis courts, squares of asphalt buried beneath the snow. There are no nets.
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an optimist would start at the frat house, hoping to find Charles in his bed asleep. I start at the nearest bar, Jimmy’s, then make three or four other stops on 53rd Street. No one’s seen Charles. I check the package stores, one or two restaurants, even talk to the cashiers at the Chalet to see if Charles bought some of the cheap Burgundy they keep near the front registers. A bartender at the Tiki remembers him but not from tonight. From the way he talks, Charles has been spending some time there.

“You wouldn’t like to pay off his tab, I guess,” the bartender says. I politely decline. So much for Alison’s hopes that he’d stopped drinking.

The frat house is one of several along University Avenue. Greek life on this campus is atypical; there’s no social scene whatsoever, and the residences are used more for alternate housing than anything else. I think Beth arranged for Charles’s stay here, thinking it might be more conducive to writing than a Ramada. I went to a party here once in the late seventies, more beer than dope, with somebody trying to read Pound’s Cantos on the couch. I half expect to hear Peter Frampton coming from old KLH speakers, but I think it’s Radiohead.


The music’s coming from a side room on the second floor, where two guys are blasting the stereo while watching Space Ghost. They’re both in their underwear, drinking Mountain Dew, holding bowls of popcorn. Somehow they must have been left off the wedding invitation list. I ask them if they’ve seen Professor Muller tonight.


“The weird dude from upstairs?” says one. “He’s a professor?” The idea strikes him as terribly funny. “No, I haven’t seen him. You seen him, Max?”


Max says he hasn’t seen him. “But maybe he’s got another date with Professor Reinhardt.”


“She’s a babe,” says the other.


“That dude gets lucky more than the rest of us put together,” Max says.


“He’s engaged,” I say. “It’s not luck when you’re engaged.”




it’svery warm inside Charles’s room, the radiator’s hissing in the corner like a cat that doesn’t like my smell. I turn on a small light near the bed. The covers and blankets are on the floor. At first I think someone’s tossed the place, but then I see a pillow and an ashtray and I see that Charles has just been sleeping on the floor. It suits the image I have of him: austere, Zen-like. Or maybe he just has a back problem. I check the ashtray for something more than the nasty French cigarettes Charles is supposed to have quit, the ones I see him sneak in Beth’s backyard after dinner. I check the few places in the small room where he could hide a flask or a bottle. If he’s still drinking he might have taken them along, wanting them near. I know the feeling.


I remember an evening I spent with Charles just before fall quarterstarted, last September. We began at my apartment, discussing movies and music, favorite restaurants. He liked Eric Rohmer and Ravel; I liked Sergio Leone and Steve Earle. He raved about a sushi place in Denver; I mentioned a ribs place on 47th Street. We searched for common ground and found it when I took him for a drink at the Cove. I didn’t know he was trying to quit, and he certainly wasn’t about to tell me, not when I was buying. In a neighborhood full of academics and eccentrics, he didn’t seem unusual. He wore a suit with badly frayed cuffs, walked with a kind of lumberinggrace. We drank Wild Turkey, my brand, and he matched me drink for drink. The jukebox was playing John Prine.



I’ll be halfway to Heaven with Paradise waitin’
Just five miles away from wherever I am




He begged me not to mention the evening to Beth or Alison, and I agreed. It didn’t seem an unusual request. I never liked telling Alison when I was drinking. But I should have recognized the look in his eyes that night. God knows I’ve seen it often enough. He’s an alcoholic the way some guys are Catholic—lapsed, with fitful conversions. Everyone returns to the church sooner or later.

I go through the drawers in an old pine desk and check the closet. Most of his clothes are still in his suitcase. There’s no tux in the closet. I’m sure Beth meant well, putting Charles here—I know Alison thought it cute and romantic, staying apart before the wedding—but the longer I’m here, the more this room seems wrong for Charles. There’s no phone, for one thing. He’d have to use the house phone, one floor below. And the eaves are tilted in, giving it a claustrophobic effect. Beth may have wanted him to write, and to be around students, but it’s more likely he felt out of place, too old, and when he needed a drink, he would feel the walls closing in. . . .

A hardcover book on the floor, a biography of Anne Sexton, has reviewers’ notes and publicity sheets enclosed. Charles must have been commissioned to do a review. There’s a torn sheet of paper that’s apart from the others, serving as a bookmark. A handwritten note across the top is in soft pencil.



There is a poetry of death







Below there’s dialogue, from a play or something.




—you won’t leave me hanging.


—no, no.
—god, I’d like to see you in that peach dress.


—I’ll wear it for you sometime.
—peach dress and white summer sandals . . . what else would you wear.
—a slip usually, with a bra and panties.


—no panties.—all right.


—no slip and no panties, just bare brown legs. . . .





I leave the biography of Anne Sexton. I take the bare brown legs with me.






my 4Runner’s exhaust system needs work; it coughs itself to life. I’m carrying a pager and a cell phone. Neither one has gone off. So I’m surprised that when I get back to the chapel I see Alison in the foyer, talking to Terry Crowley. There are two uniforms with them and a campus cop. The cops look a little hyper. Most of the guests have left. The few who’ve hung around look a little stunned.


Alison looks very calm. She’s listening to Crowley, nodding, speaking in a whisper. If you didn’t know better you’d think nothing was wrong. But as she talks, her hands reach behind her, absently searching for something to hold on to and push against. She finds a cast-iron railing. She grips it with both hands. She holds it for a count of ten. The veins stand out on her wrists.
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this stretch of Hyde Park Boulevard has seen more scenic days. So has the tenement I’m in. The building’s crumbling; the apartment sits at the top of six flights of stairs. There’s no elevator. It’s the only apartment on the floor, but it’s not exactly a penthouse. The rooms are small. The floor’s covered with cat shit and dime bags and needles. How the junkies make it up here is beyond me. There are uniforms and campus cops and evidence techs everywhere, each of them winded from the climb.

A handful are still on the stairs, pointing to a pattern of bloodstains.

“That’s where we think it started,” Crowley says, motioningtoward the stairs. He’s holding a notebook, but there’s nothing written down. “There’s a fight here, we’re thinking, some sort of struggle. Not much of one, there’s not much blood. He wasn’t killed there. He hit his head or something. Then he was drug to the window. See how it’s just the tips of the shoes being drug? It was somebody big at the other end.”

Crowley’s eyes follow the path the body took, two reluctant legs pulled like deadweight to the window, still open. The glass isn’t broken. This was done very neatly. A neighbor found the body in the alley. “Ricky Lopez,” says Crowley. “The former resident. The deceased herbalist.” He didn’t take the stairs.
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