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Frank Zafiro
Blood on Blood


It�s silly to go on pretending that under the skin we are all brothers. The truth is more likely that under the skin we are all cannibals, assassins, traitors, liars, hypocrites, poltroons.
��Henry Miller, author (1891�1980)



ONE

Gar
The last light bled out of the sky like a violent smear onto the distant skyscrapers. At least, that was what Gar Sawyer thought he was seeing when he looked through the tiny rectangular strip of a window in the prison hospital. He stared at the red wisps and shook his head.
�Ain�t that some shit,� he muttered.
He hated that view, almost as much as he�d hated having no view at all in his old cell. He hated the people out there in the world who could stop whatever they were doing and stare up at the sky and see the complete expanse of the sunset. He hated that it was beautiful. He hated that he knew it was beautiful, and that his life was such that he now had enough time to think and reflect and realize there was some beauty in the world. And then he hated that beauty.
�Fuck the world,� he started to whisper, but a dull slice of pain cut him off mid-way through the first word. He grimaced slightly. The medication dispenser hung from the rail next to his left hand. He almost reached for it. He knew he could turn that dull pain into nothing more than a twinge.
But that would be giving in. And he�d be goddamned if he was going to do that.
Light footsteps approached in the hospital bay. The privacy curtain rippled and Dr. Bradford stepped through. Gar tore his eyes from the hateful red stain in the sky to look at him. Dr. Bradford�s rumpled white medical coat and tousled hair always looked to Gar like the doc had just rolled out of bed. Hell, maybe he did. He only knew of three different doctors in the hospital ward at this prison. That probably meant twelve hour shifts if anyone was going to get any time off. So the doc probably grabbed some shuteye on shift from time to time.
�How�s the pain?� Bradford asked without preamble. He lifted Gar�s chart from the foot of the bed and examined it.
�It�s there,� Gar said. �The fuck you care?�
A hint of a smile crept onto Bradford�s lips. �I don�t, really. Just looking for the symptom as a clue to your medical condition.�
If that was true, Gar liked Bradford for his honesty. If it wasn�t, he liked the doc for his balls.
�My medical condition is that I�m fucked,� Gar said. �I�m dying.�
Bradford marked something on the chart. �We�re all dying,� he said, without looking up.
�Yeah, but the thing is,� Gar told him, �I�m on the express train. Wherever we go when we die, I�ll be unpacked and already have banged three waitresses before you even get off the platform.�
�Good,� Bradford said. He replaced the chart and crossed to the IV hanger. �Then you�ll be able to tell me where�s a good place to eat.�
Gar laughed in spite of himself. It came out as a short, rattling bark. �Fucking doc. You shoulda been a comedian. Put Bob Newhart out of work with that wit.�
Bradford broke into a small grin. He examined the IV hanging next to Gar�s bed. Then he glanced at his watch. Finally, he looked at Gar himself. �You�re way behind on your pain medication,� he said. His voice was matter of fact, without a hint of reproach.
�I�m saving it to auction off when I get back home,� Gar said. �The boys on Tier Two will trade smokes by the box load for this magic shit.�
Bradford�s smile remained, but some of the humor faded from his eyes. �Is there a reason why you�re scaling back?�
�Seeing as how you don�t give a fuck if I�m in pain or not, what does it matter how much of this I use?�
Bradford didn�t take the bait. �If there�s less pain, I�d like to know. If it�s something else��
�There�s plenty of fucking pain, doc. But I�ve dealt with that weak ass shit my whole life, so I don�t need any pussy medication to help me through it.� Which wasn�t true. He did need it, but goddamned if he only needed it some. For the most part, he could take the pain.
Bradford waited patiently, saying nothing.
Gar stared at him. He hated to admit it, but the old doc was actually halfway all right, for a civilian. Straight-laced as hell, sure. He found that out right after he was transferred into the bay when he�d probed for the possibility of Bradford doing a little smuggling for him. Everyone trusts doctors. He doubted that the hacks even searched them coming and going.
But Bradford had merely given him that little curious smile and told him that he was a doctor, not Han Solo, whatever the fuck that meant. Except it did mean something. It meant that no, he wouldn�t be doing any of that kind of work for Gar. It also meant that he wouldn�t be reporting him to the prison cops for asking.
Since then, they�d been pretty honest with each other. Bradford didn�t bullshit him about his condition and Gar didn�t pretend not to be pissed about it.
Bradford was still looking at him, so Gar finally spoke. He lowered his voice slightly, hoping that the mope in the next bed was asleep. �To make the pain stop, I gotta take too much, doc. And I�m tired of having my head all fucked around, you know? I�d rather hurt.�
Bradford nodded slowly. �All right.�
Gar�s eyes narrowed. �What�s going on?�
Bradford paused. It was brief, just a half second, but in that time, Gar knew.
�I�m getting close,� he said before Bradford could answer.
Bradford nodded. �I think so, yeah.�
�How close?�
�How close do you feel?�
�You�re the fucking doctor,� Gar said. �You fucking tell me.�
Bradford shook his head. �I�m a doctor, not Edgar Cayce.�
�Edgar the fuck who?�
�It doesn�t matter,� Bradford said. �I�m just trying to point out that at this stage of the game, a fortune teller is likely to be just as accurate as a doctor.�
Gar tried to cock an eyebrow at Bradford, but he was suddenly tired and it seemed like too much effort. Instead, he said, �You�ve got a great bedside manner, doc. Real touchy-feely.�
�I leave the softer side of things to the priest,� Bradford said.
�For all the good that�ll do me.�
Bradford shrugged. �That�s something where you�re on your own. Medically, I can tell you that you probably don�t have long. Days. Maybe hours. But at this point, you�re the one who will have the best idea. As the pain dulls, as you get tired, maybe even peaceful, you�re getting closer.� He shrugged again. �At least that�s what most patients report.�
�Two outta three ain�t bad,� Gar said. �I ain�t ever going to see peaceful.�
Bradford said nothing.
Gar glanced back to the thin strip of window. In the time he�d spent talking to Bradford, the red streaks in the sky had faded to dark purple, almost black. He looked at the shadowy clouds for a moment longer, then turned back to Bradford.
�I need someone to make a couple of phone calls for me,� he said.
Bradford nodded. �I�ll send an orderly.�
�No,� Gar said. He started to tell Bradford that he wanted the doctor to make the calls for him, but another wave of pain struck him in the midsection. An involuntary grunt escaped him before he had the chance to set himself against the pain.
Bradford continued looking at him, unfazed.
Seen it all, haven�t you, doc?
�I need you,� Gar said, pointing a skeletal finger at Bradford, �to call my sons.�
Bradford nodded slowly. �All right.�
Gar swallowed. �I want to say goodbye,� he whispered.
Goodbye, he thought, before adding and go fuck yourselves.

TWO

Mick
I woke up to the tinny buzz from an alarm clock that was already old at the turn of the century. It took every ounce of self-control not to smash the piece of junk, which didn�t leave much discipline left over when it came to not hitting the snooze button. Thankfully, that function was one of the things, along with the radio, that didn�t work.
I pushed the off button, slid the covers back and sat on the edge of the bed. Cool air wafted across my bare feet and I shivered. This was the only way I knew I�d get up and not go back to sleep. Sheer unpleasantness, first thing in the morning.
I cast a quick look over my shoulder, wondering if I�d see her huddled form on the other side of the small bed, even though the truth was I could already sense that she was gone. Sure enough, not even an impression on the pillow where her head had rested, however briefly.
Figures.
After a minute or so, I stumbled the rest of the way out of bed and across the hall to the bathroom. The harsh light forced me to squint while I used the toilet, then splashed a little cold water on my face. In the mirror, my hair was tweaked by sleep. Two or three days growth of thick beard made my face look dirty, which was fine. I�d felt dirty for a long time now. Might as well look the part.
�Enough with the self-pity,� I told my reflection. �It�s a sin.�
Then I had to chuckle, just a little bit. You grow up Irish Catholic, pretty much everything is a sin, so that�s a pretty easy cushion to fall back on.
I cleared my sinuses, spit in the sink and rinsed it down.
Just go run, I told myself. You�ll feel better.
I returned to the small bedroom and flipped on the light. It only took another minute or two for me to slip on some sweats, a pair of battered running shoes and a Blackhawks watch cap.
Locking the apartment door behind me, I took the three flights down with my knees high, warming the muscles. At the bottom of the stairs, I stretched for a few minutes in the tiny foyer next to the mailboxes. Sometimes it smelled like vomit or piss, but this morning I got lucky. The super had mopped it out and the harsh smell of lemon and pine filled my lungs.
Warmed up, I slipped out the door into the cold darkness, and I ran.

THREE

Jerzy
The parking garage is full, but I park in a nice big handicapped spot. In the glove compartment is my old wheelchair card and I string it on the rearview mirror. Stole it years ago out of some old hag�s Caddy and it still comes in handy.
Tonight, as with most nights, the Ambrozy Club on the corner of Division and Milwaukee is hopping. I can hear the out-of-date music, or maybe it�s that stupid techno Euro-trash, thumping from here. An old style Chicago lounge to its very roots and the patronage is as Polish as Krakow.
Crossing the street, I pat my leather coat in a couple of spots just to make sure I got everything. Fishing out a cigarette, I light up and start walking down to the far corner of the block. Against the wind.
Motherfuck, it�s cold tonight.
This is a place where I used to do some business from time to time and I have an unpaid bill to collect from someone here. I just got released from Joliet a month ago and now it�s time to make the rounds. Finish up some old deals and start some new ones. I gotta make some appearances. Outta sight, outta mind, right? I always want to be on people�s minds. For almost everybody, I want to be their worst nightmare.
So watch the fuck out world, �cause Jerzy is back in town.
Finally, I reach the alcove and walk through the front door into a dark foyer. Place hasn�t changed a bit. There�s the old fashioned coat rack on my left. Same low ceiling and long narrow bar.
There isn�t an open seat in the place and hardly anywhere to even wedge in at the bar. Its standing room only, baby, and I can feel the electricity. Hell, I can smell it. Music, smoke, women and booze await me. Speakin� of women, after business gets done, that wouldn�t be all bad tonight, either.
One problem, though, and now it�s standing right in front of me. When I came in, a big bastard who had been perched on a stool over to the far right stood up like he�d been shot out of a damn cannon. Big tanks that lumber you can handle, but the ones that move like a big cat are usually trouble.
I look him up and down.
�Who the fuck are you s�posed to be? You gonna check my I.D. for being underage or sumthin?� I asked him, and I bowed up a little and shifted over to my left. Just a little bit. If I�m in too tight I can�t throw that first shot very well.
�You a member?� he asked. �Can�t come in here anymore if you�re not. Private club.�
�No shit?� I ask him, all wide eyed.
�No shit.�
�Ambrozy still own this place?�
The guy just stares at me, chewing on that.
So, here we are then. I stare at him some more. Music pumps around us and the multicolored, revolving lights play around the room and across us. A girl screams over in the far corner, says something in Polish and then laughs hysterically.
The big guy smiles at me now, showing a gap where an incisor should be. Nice little scar running from his chin to almost his ear too. So somebody has snuck one or two in. It ain�t impossible, anyway.
That makes me grin.
�Yeah,� he says, �the old man still owns it and he pays me good to keep smartasses like you the fuck out.�
�If Ambrozy stills owns this place,� I smile again and give him a wink, �and you, then I�m a member you goofy bastard. Now step the fuck aside.�
He shook his head. �Last time, puke. Leave, or I�ll put you on the floor.�
I think on that for a quick second and get ready to hit him square in the throat. He is wide open to that. It can bring you down quick. Seen a guy killed that way one time. This fucker has a neck like a goddamn giraffe or something. Sure doesn�t fit the rest of his gorilla-ass body. Never seen anything like it.
�Now!� the big man says and begins to move forward.
Behind him, I hear a voice yelling my name.
�Jerz! Hey Jerzy! What the hell? How you doin�, man?� It�s Patrik Dudek peeking around the shoulder of the big bouncer and waving me in. �Come on and let me buy me you a drink, ya prick. On the house.�
I spread my arms and look at him. �Patty, look at you with the white shirt and tie. Whatta you doin�, man? You the manager of this dump or somethin�?�
Patrik comes around the big guy and gives him the look. �Kos, is there some kinda problem here? Whatta you trying to do here?�
The big guy�s smile is gone now and so is his posture. The air has gone out of him. In fact it�s rushed out of him.
�Kos, you got no sense. You got no history here, either. This is Jerzy. Jerzy Sawyer.� He gets into the big guy�s face even more. �Do you have any fucking idea who he is?�
The bouncer�s eyes get a little big with my name. �He didn�t tell me his name, boss.�
�D�ja ask him?�
�Sorry, boss.�
�This guy�s done some very good things for my family down through the years. He�s helped us. I grew up with him. My dad�d do anything for Jerzy.�
Everybody is staring at each other.
Finally, I say, �So look Patrik, c�mon, please don�t embarrass me or this guy.� I look at the big ape. �Kos? It�s Kos, right?�
�Yeah. And, well, I�m sorry, Mr. Sawyer.� I could tell he was only saying that for the benefit of Patrik but it helped put him in place a little more.
�Jesus, Kos, don�t call me mister. I ain�t that fuckin� old.� I laugh and shake the guys paw. I�m giving him the best grip I got and clamp it on him. The guy looks down at my hand and his expression changes. He tries to tighten up on the shake but it�s too late. I smile some more at him.
�Hey Patrik, he�s just tryin� to do what you pay him to do right? So, whaddya do? Bust his balls.�
I�m laughing it up now.
Patrik claps me on the shoulder. �All right, good. We�re all straight here. Jerzy, you�re damn right I�m the manager now. So let�s go. There�s a bottle of Belvedere in my office calling us.�
Patrik leads the way to the back. As we walk by Kos, I grab the big guy around the neck and fake a punch to his ribs. Playful like, all shits and grins. He grins back at me and then I tighten the grip around his neck and lean in. The music is really loud again now. I swear it�s the fuckin� Bee Gees from Saturday Night Fever. The colored disco lights wash over us again.
I motion him and he gives me his ear.
�So anyway, just know this. I�m gonna hurt you. Like real soon.�
I give him one more real hard yank on the neck, smile my best smile and follow Patrik. I know he�s watching me walk away and I like that.
We weave through the crowd at the Ambrozy. The men move aside and a few nod at me. The women look at me and think what I�m thinking. I like that, too.
Hell, I like it all.

FOUR

Mick
I scraped the grill a final time with the spatula, pushing the last few scraps of food off the edge and into the trap. I could hear the fading voices as Eddie bid the slow-to-go customers a good night. Glasses and dishes clinked in the small diner as Connie finished busing the tables. She always took the time to straighten the salt, pepper and sugar containers instead of waiting until the morning. Sometimes, after a long day like this one, that kind of thing irked me. Most times, though, I liked it. It meant that she liked to start clean every day. Or so I told myself.
I sprayed some cleaner on the grill and was rewarded with a mild hiss. Then I used the wire pad to start scrubbing. Tomorrow morning would start with a clean grill to go with the orderly tables.
Connie walked into the kitchen just as I was finishing up. Her hands and arms were full of dishes.
�You know we have a plastic tub for that, right?� I asked her.
�I know,� she said, clattering the armload of dishes into the sink. �I don�t need it.�
I wiped my hands on a towel. When she reached for the large nozzle and started rinsing the dishes, I stepped up behind her and put my mouth to her ear.
�See you later on, right?�
She froze for a second, and I knew right away what that meant.
Steve was back.
Steve, the high school jock and grown up jerk off, worked on a freighter that sailed out of Chicago. The ship�s name was Sweetness, named for the famous running back from this city of broad shoulders, and that, as far as I was concerned, was about the only good thing about Steve. More than once, I wished the prick worked on a ship called the Edmund Fitzgerald instead.
�I can�t,� she whispered, but I�d already stepped back. She glanced over her shoulder at me, her eyes a little bit apologetic. But there was also a little bit of worry that Steve might find out about us. More than anything, she was pissy about the whole situation.
I shrugged. My hands were already untying my apron and balling it up. �I gotta go,� I said.
The apology drained from her expression, and that little bit of worry, too. That just left pissy. �Don�t be that way,� she said, her voice still in a whisper. She glanced out toward the dining area and then back at me.
That almost made me laugh. Who cares at this point if Eddie figures it out? How long has he owned this place? Seven, eight years? And how many times in all those years has it turned out that the help was sleeping together? Hell, he probably dabbled in that arena himself.
�You�ve got no right to be pissed off,� she said. �You know the way it is.�
�Yeah,� I said, grabbing my jacket off the rack and slipping my arms into it. �I do. It�s fucked up. That�s how it is.�
�He�s my husband.�
�He�s an asshole.�
�He pays the rent.�
�So he�s a rent-paying asshole,� I said. �You don�t even love him, Connie. If you did, you wouldn�t be fucking me.�
A quick, little shadow passed over her face, then was gone. �Is that all we�re doing? Just fucking?�
I tossed my apron into the laundry bag in the corner. �Oh, now you want to pretend it�s something else? Well, if that�s the case, why are you still with Sailor Boy Steve?�
�I�m stuck,� she said. �All right? I�m stuck.�
�Don�t act trapped,� I said. �It�s not like you�ve got kids with this guy.�
�I�ve got bills,� she said. Her voice still came in a harsh whisper. �Who�s going to pay those? You? On a grill man�s wages?� She snorted. �You barely get forty hours a week.�
Truth was, I got thirty-five a week. That saved Eddie on paying me benefits, which I didn�t give a shit about either way. He paid me an extra five hours off the books for that, and we both came out ahead.
�So you�re staying with a guy who treats you like shit because of money?�
She didn�t answer.
�You know what, Connie?� I said. �They have a word for that.�
Tears sprang to her eyes. Her jaw set and she shook her head slightly. �No. Don�t you say it.�
It was too late, though. I could see that. She wasn�t ever going to leave Steve. Hell, I should have seen it all along, but I thought there might be a chance somehow. I got suckered in by long walks downtown after a movie, by long talks over coffee and by long sessions of fucking at my apartment.
We might have been able to make a go of it, but it was too late now. Because she was choosing Steve for whatever fucked up reasons she had. And I was pissed off about it and maybe a little hurt, too, which pissed me off even more. And there was no way I could stop the words from tumbling out of my mouth.
�You want to be a whore, Connie?� I shrugged. �You go right ahead. But personally, I don�t think you�re worth the money.�
That was that. There was no coming back from it now. We were done. And probably one of us was going to be looking for another job soon, because although Eddie didn�t seem to care who was banging who around this place, he didn�t put up with any bullshit when it came to attitudes.
I turned to go, walking out of the kitchen instead of past her to the back door and the alley. I knew if I did that, I�d catch a whiff of her perfume and regret everything I�d just said.
As soon as I pushed open the door to the dining area, I wished I�d taken the alley instead. Two mopes, obviously muscle for somebody, were clustered around Eddie, who was backed up to the wall near the cash register. The larger of the two, a small mountain with a shock of black hair, stood with his face only a few inches from Eddie. The other one had a finger poised over the cash register. He was wiry, with a mean, hawk-like face.
�What the fuck?� Hawk-face said. His voice betrayed a thick, Eastern European accent. Not guttural enough for Russian. Probably Polish.
I wanted to sigh, say to hell with it and turn around. Leave by the alley way and mind my own business. But it was too late for that. And one look at Eddie�s scared eyes anchored me to the spot.
�What the fuck back,� I said.
The two exchanged a confused glance. Then Hawk-face said, �Get the fuck out of here. This is none of your business.�
I shook my head. �He signs my paycheck. If you take all his money, I don�t get paid. So I can�t let you rob the place.�
Hawk-face looked at me for another second, then burst into laughter. He glanced over at his partner and motioned toward me. �Get a load of this guy, Jiri. He thinks we�re robbers.�
The mountain of muscle that was Jiri smiled coldly. �Neni pravda.�
�Nope,� Hawk-face said, turning back to me. �Not the truth at all.�
We stood in silence for a long moment, each of us sifting through our options. I kept my eyes locked on Hawk-face but used my peripheral vision to check their hands. No guns. So it was two on two. I�d never seen Eddie fight, but the little guy had to be better than nothing.
�Well, we�re closed,� I finally said. �Unless you want a cup of coffee for the road, you�d better go.�
Hawk-face shook his head. �He owes us money.�
�He borrowed from you?� I looked at Eddie, who shook his head slightly.
�Not your business,� Hawk-face said.
�I see. Protection money, then.�
�Businesses need protection.� Hawk-face smiled. �It�s a tough neighborhood.�
�It�s not a Polish neighborhood,� I told him.
His face darkened. �We are not polski.�
I pointed at Jiri. �His name is Polish. It means George.�
�We are cesky.�
Czechs? I hadn�t expected that. �Same thing,� I said with a shrug, knowing goddamn well that it was very different. At least to them. �Either way, this is an Irish block and this is an Irish diner. So maybe you should leave.�
Hawk-face stared at me a few moments longer. Recognition seeped into his narrow features. �I know you,� he said, though I could tell he didn�t yet. But he recognized me. That much I could see. He just hadn�t placed me yet.
�Well, I don�t know you,� I said. �And if you leave now, I never did.�
He continued to stare. Then Jiri said two words-�Sawyer bratr�-and Hawk-face smiled.
�That�s right,� he said. �Jiri knows. You are one of Gar Sawyer�s sons. With the different mothers.�
I didn�t answer, but I knew what was coming next.
�You�re the Irish one,� Hawk-face said. �The one who was a cop.�
Right then, whatever hope of this ending well went right out the window. And just like with Connie, I should have seen that walking in.
I walked toward Hawk-face in a steady, fast stride. He watched me come, but his hands slipped to his waist band. Jiri started to move away from Eddie, but the owner read my obvious play and kicked the larger man in the knee. Jiri grunted and turned his attention back to Eddie. I focused on Hawk-face.
He was quicker than I expected. His hand flashed out from beneath his jacket. If he�d been carrying heat, I would�ve been dead. Instead, he snapped open a silver blade with a solid click and held it out.
�Come on, pig,� he said, his voice dropping to a low hiss. He waved the blade back and forth in front of him. �Show me what you got.�
I wasn�t as big as when I went through the police academy years ago and probably not as strong, either. But I was faster. And meaner.
I raised my hands defensively, masking the motion of my leg. I lashed out with a foot, landing a thundering blast on Hawk-face�s upper leg. He let out a cry of pained surprise. The flowing motion of the knife froze in mid-air. I reached out, grasped his wrist and twisted it as hard as I could. I felt rather than heard the resounding pop that came next.
�Sakra!� he yelled.
His knees gave way and he started to fall. I helped him with an arm bar, slamming him into the linoleum. His breath came out in a loud woof.
I let go immediately and stood up to face Jiri, who I knew would be coming hard. Sure enough, the muscle bound prick was barreling toward me. Eddie clung to one arm, blood flowing from his nose and mouth. The tough little bastard was reaching for a bicep with his teeth bared, looking to lay a bite on Jiri.
Jiri was a big guy and like most big guys, he came at me without any caution. I fired a left at his nose, landing a light shot. My right came blasting in right after. I timed it perfectly. His forward motion and my fist combined for a hellacious punch that stopped him cold in his tracks. The force of the blow reverberated up my arm and into my shoulder.
I didn�t hesitate. Like a jackhammer, I alternated lefts and rights straight down his middle. Throat, solar plexus and stomach, then a hard, right upper cut to the balls.
Jiri didn�t fall, but he hunched over after the final punch.
Eddie bit his bicep.
I drove my knee up into his face.
Jiri let out a guttural cry of pain. Blood gushed out of his nose. His hands flew to his face.
I turned back to Hawk-face, who was starting to push himself up. I threw two booming kicks into his side. There was no technique, just brute force and all that I could muster. He fell back to the ground, curling up in a ball.
Jiri let out another painful grunt. I turned to see him shove Eddie aside as the smaller man tried to get his mouth on Jiri�s bicep again. Eddie staggered back. He looked at me, then at Jiri and Hawk-face, wondering what to do next.
I reached down and picked up the knife. There was a piece of me that wanted to jam the blade into Jiri�s chest and yell, �See? This is who the fuck I am!� But I didn�t. Maybe I wasn�t a cop anymore, but I didn�t want to spend the next fifty years on the run or in a prison cell, either.
I closed the blade and tossed the knife to Eddie. He juggled twice but finally caught it.
�Get up,� I told Hawk-face. �Get up and get the fuck out.�
Hawk-face groaned but didn�t move. Jiri pulled his hands away from his face. They were covered in blood, but the bleeding from his nose had already stopped. He was warrior stock, this one. I think that if it weren�t for the fact that Hawk-face was clearly in charge, Jiri would�ve fought to the death. Because for guys like him, every fight is to the death.
Reluctantly, Jiri seemed to accept that this was over. He reached down and helped Hawk-face to his feet. His motions were gentle.
�You broke my fucking rib, you cocksucker,� Hawk-face sputtered.
I ignored his words. �Don�t come back,� I said. �We�ll go to the Irish for protection. Even if they�re not interested, the Polacks will be. Either one of them will do more than bust your ribs. They�ll kill you and your boss. So stay the fuck away.�
Jiri helped Hawk-face toward the door. The smaller man sneered at me. �You might be right, you cop fuck. The micks can have this pile of shit place. But that doesn�t protect you. And I�ll see you again.�
I didn�t answer. Jiri supported Hawk-face as they went out the door.
�I�ll see you again, kunda,� Hawk-face said as the door swung shut.
When they were out of sight, I looked over at Eddie. He still seemed stunned.
�You don�t have the Irish looking after this place?� I asked him.
He shook himself from his reverie. �Course I do,� he snorted. He pulled a white towel from his apron and wiped the blood from his face.
I sighed. If I�d known that, I would�ve let them take the money and leave. Eddie could report it to whoever he paid protection to and they�d deal with the Czechs. Now I had two more enemies in this world.
Eddie pointed at my hands. �You need ice?�
I glanced down at my knuckles and flexed both hands. They hurt a little but nothing serious. Most of my targets had been soft ones, and I landed them right.
�No, I�m good.�
Eddie nodded. He took a deep breath and let it out. �Jesus. Thanks, Mick.�
�You�re welcome,� I said, though I didn�t feel it. I should�ve known he paid the Irish, but I guess you miss a few things when you�re on the grill and busy banging the waitress.
That made me think of Connie. I turned toward the kitchen. She stood near the doorway, her cell phone perched in her hand. I could see the question on her face. Should she call 9-1-1? But it�d been over too fast.
I looked back at Eddie and shrugged. �I�ll see you tomorrow, boss.�
�Yeah,� Eddie said. �See you tomorrow.�
I headed back toward the kitchen and the alley exit, because this time I wanted to walk past Connie. I wanted to smell her perfume. I wanted her to smell the sweat on me. Let her know some regret. Because I knew full well who was going to be looking for a job in a few days, and it wasn�t me.
�Say hi to Steve for me, baby,� I said as I swept by her. I continued through the doors to the kitchen and out the alley exit before she could answer.

FIVE

Jerzy
As we�re weaving through the backroom and small kitchen on our way to Patrik�s office, I notice not too much has changed back here, either. Except the big bodies. Lots of muscle around every corner.
Like the bar and main room out front, the hallways are long and low. The lighting is bad and if I hadn�t been here a million times, I�d be bumping into walls and corners.
We make a left and down on the end of the hallway will be Patrik�s office, right across from the old man�s. The music is muffled now but thumping away all the while and it sure sounds like K.C. singing about how that�s the way, uh huh, uh huh, he likes it. I mean, I got Polish blood in me and all, but sweet Jesus, what the fuck with this music?
Uh huh, Uh huh. Thump, thump. Hey, I guess it�s better than the shines with their fuckin� rap or the micks with their stupid ass jigs.
I can see that a monster with a flat square face and crew cut is standing down there waiting for us. I nod at him. He just looks at me like I�m a rib eye steak and he hasn�t eaten in a week. While Patrik is unlocking his office door, I look over at the closed door of old man Ambrozy�s office.
�Ambrose ever make it in here anymore?�
�Naw Jerz, not too much�.not too much. Ambrose is old and tired. Tato, he is old school and he just doesn�t like the way the world is now. He gave the business end of it up, gave me the reins so to speak. We�re up against some shit right now that he doesn�t even understand.�
Opening the door to his office, Patrik steps aside and waves me in with a real flourish, like he�s the doorman at the Hyatt fuckin� Regency or something.
I look around the office. �Holy shit Patrik, this is even grander than before. Did you hire a gay designer here or what?�
The place is all low lit with recessed lighting and nice table lamps. Everything is different shades of black and brown, with lots of leather. The walls, the furniture, the fucking carpet, everything is all color coordinated.
�I mean what the fuck?� I�m turning and staring around the room like a dumbass.
�What you think Jerz, hey?�
�Looks like business is good my friend, but I mean c�mon though, somebody had to help you deck this place out. You could never even buy a suit for yourself without looking like a circus ringmaster.�
I laugh and slap him on the back. He laughs and gives me a shove. He walks behind a big ass mahogany desk and flops down in a leather chair, then motions for me to sit down. �The Dudek family has always had class. We have a taste for fine things and culture, Jerzy. Something I don�t expect a peasant like you to really comprehend.�
Another round of laughs. Patrik has always been on my good side, somebody I could actually call a friend. That, I�ll guarantee you, is a very short list.
He turns around to the little credenza bar behind him and grabs two glasses. �Now, my old kumpel, how about that Belvedere I promised you?�
�I see my bottle, where�s yours?�
He pours two vodkas and we clink.
�Salut.�
�Salut.�
After three or four drinks and kicking around the younger years a little bit, I figure it�s time to get down to some business before we just keep right on going and get blind stinking drunk.
�So, Patrik, I�m back in the game after being on a little vacation. That vacation was because of a little something I did for Ambrose. Well, shit, what am I talking about here, huh?� I smile all nice and easy. �You remember it right? You were there in that meeting with the old man. Right across the hall from here.� I motion with a thumb over my shoulder.
�Hey Jerz, whattaya think? It�s me here, okay?� His hands are up, palms towards me. His feelings look hurt. His eyes are all mopey and shit. �What the fuck? You�re acting like there�s some kind of problem here.�
This is when you have to watch Patrik because he�s about as crazy as I am. When he gets all sentimental and acting soft, you gotta watch things. When he�s into the drink pretty heavy, it�s even worse. My Berretta Storm is nice and snug in the shoulder holster and that makes me feel a little better, but not a whole lot.
I light up the last Marlboro and fish another pack out, careful not to open my jacket too far. �I know, I know. I just ain�t been out for too long. Still wound a little tight, I guess.�
He stares at me and smiles, but the smile is stiff and something just ain�t right. I can�t figure if he�s thinking I�m going to pull something, or he�s the one that�s gonna make a move. I watch his eyes close. The eyes are always where everything happens first. He�s definitely thinking on something.
�I�m just cash strapped right now and I need to see some other people, too. See if I can get whole on some past services. It ain�t just you. I�m back up and full throttle but I need something to get � �
He holds his hand up and stops me. This time the smile looks better. He turns back to the credenza and unlocks the bottom cabinet.
I�m really watching now. I mean I like the guy and all, always have, but I trust no one. No one.
I see a glimpse of gray metal with a matte finish over his shoulder but he�s blocking most of my vision. He�s all hunched over and I slide my hand inside my leather coat ever so easy.
Then he clacks open the safe he�s been dialing the combination to and I feel like an ass. But I leave my hand hooked on my belt buckle, nice and casual. I�ve seen more guns in safes than money.
Turning around now, Patrik�s holding three neatly banded bundles of money. New bills, crisp bills and they ain�t ones neither.
�Jerzy, you hurt my feelings. You don�t ever have to talk to me like some stranger, like some muscle just coming in cold off the street. You�re fucking family.�
�Hey, I know, I just � �
�I remember it well. We owed you eight or so for the misunderstanding you cleared up with the big Rosyjski. The Russians are such dogs, always have been, always will be. He has never fully recovered, by the way.�
He places one of the three stacks on the desk and slides it over to me.
�Ambrose forgets everything but I remember it all.�
That was bullshit, but hey, I wasn�t lying when I said I needed the money and I was strapped. I wasn�t gonna stand up for the old man now. I look at the money, nod at him and smile, but I make no move for it. I don�t want to look too damn needy. I can actually smell that green, though.
�There�s a bit more than eight there, Jerzy. Not only for helping with that monkey ass Russian but the shit you had to go through in Joliet. Drink?�
�Tak.�
When Polacks drink vodka, they speak more Polish. It�s just the way it is. I s�pose it�s that way with all breeds, huh?
As he pours us two more, he looks over at me and smiles. This time I got no warning bells ringing in my head. He�s the old Patrik again.
We clink, we drink.
�Now, even more important, is the biggest thing you ever did for us. You did it on your own, without us really asking, but that doesn�t really matter. It meant everything to us.�
I understand the other two bundles now and whoa, it�s all I can do not to sing along with the bad music thumping away out front.
�Jerzy, this thing you did will never be known to anybody but us but it will surely never be forgotten.�
�The lousy fuck had it coming, Patrik. Believe me, it was my pleasure. Biggest waste of skin I�ve ever known. I never expected nothin� and still don�t. I considered it a privilege to do it.�
We are both starting to slur a little at this point and damn if it don�t feel good. I got some money again, half drunk and if I�m right about this, just about to be getting a whole lot more money.
�Regardless, I want you to have this.� He slides the other two bundles over.
�Can�t take that.�
�The fuck you can�t.� He smiles a little lopsided and takes another drink.
�Patrik, if Bogdan Skansi was standing right here I�d do it all over again�and I�I would pay you.� I laugh loud for effect only. I ain�t that drunk but damn, this is fun.
�You know I can�t make you take it. You�d kick my ass.� Patrik shrugged. �I�m gonna leave it right there and before you go tonight, you�ll have it in your pocket.�
I laugh and drain my glass. I�m letting it drop right the fuck there. No use pushing my luck and being too damn proud and noble. �All this talk makes me thirsty.�
He grabs the bottle and gurgles out two more drinks. �I do have one more thing to talk about and I made up my mind a little earlier when you were falling all over yourself asking to be paid.�
Ding, ding, ding. It�s that fucking warning bell again.
He stares at me and the grin fades to a tight thin smile. He�s got that stony look again. Same look as he had when I thought he was going to pull something. Like he�s stone sober all of a sudden.
�We�ve done very well the past few years.� He nods at the money on the table. And half-ass waves around the room. �We have grown.�
He sips again. His eyes are heavily lidded with the booze and I�m sure I look the same.
�And I�ve got a business proposition for you.�
Instead of a warning bell in my head, it�s a fucking fire alarm going off now.
After he�s done laying it all out, I�m blown away. No wonder about the money and the fancy digs behind the cover of this old bar.
�So you�re selling much more kokaina?�
�Much more?� He raised his eyebrows. �Five times more than what we were when you first went into Joliet and its still growing. When the feds ran their sting and the crackdown came, the Russian mafia was decimated in Chicago.�
�Is all the new business snort?�
�No, we have picked up or stolen the heroin trade as well, and meth from downstate too, but that shit has always worried me. The drug is crazy and so are the people who make it.�
�The escort business?�
�Yes, yes. Small business, as always, but solid and safe. Some of our best and oldest customers are members of Chicago�s finest. It�s been good insurance for years to have them as customers. Escort services have always been sort of tolerated, you know?�
�Victimless crime,� I say.
�You got it.�
�So, Patrik, what do you need me for? Sounds like you guys are running the show.�
�They are coming back in.�
�The Russians, you mean.�
Patrik gives a clipped nod. �Yes, and there will be war because of it. We knew that they would be back as quickly as they could bring people in. Mostly New York but some of their Philly crew has been in town, too. They�re beefing up and so are we.�
I sort of shake my head and shrug at the same time. �I�m looking to live awhile longer, Patrik. I don�t think I got a two-year war in my plans.�
�There has already been some big hits. I lost my third in charge two weeks ago. The pressure is building. I�m at the top of the list. So is Viktor Skansi.�
�Viktor Skansi? The old man?�
�Yes, father to Bogdan. He�s here, here in Chicago somewhere.�
�Well, I�ll be damned. But like I said, you know I love you but this really ain�t my beef.�
�You would have only one job and then you�re out of it.�
�Patrik�I�d be a dead man if I do what I think you want me to. Bogdan was one thing but this would be another.�
�We would protect your identity with a nobody we hire from the west coast. He is a throw away but has a name that is somewhat known.�
�But how do you pin it on him?�
�We contract him openly so that they too are aware of what�s going on. We tuck him away and have him wait. When you�re done he disappears forever.�
�Why don�t you just use the west coast shooter straight out? Then either pay him or make him go away after he�s done.�
�Three things; time, trust and he�d fuck it up. You�re the best for this, Jerz.�
�So you�re feeling the pinch, huh?�
�Yes, clock is ticking. If we strike first and get Skansi, it will hurt them badly. We will win for the time being. Probably for quite a while.�
I shift around in my chair again. I finish my drink and squirm around a little more.
He�s watching me the whole time.
A soft knock on the door breaks the tension.
�Patrik, sorry to interrupt. I need to talk to you.� The voice on the other side of the door is deep and heavily accented.
�Call me in two minutes.� Patrik shakes his head sadly and stares at the closed door. �They are like children, Jerz. Always something.�
�I gotta get going anyway, old friend.�
�Jerzy, tell me you will do this for the Dudek family.�
�I tell you what, I�ll think on it. I know I�m gonna regret this but how much we talking about Patrik?�
�A large sum of money for one job.�
I give him a knowing look. �Patrik?�
He stares me straight in the eye. �Two hundred thousand. I�ve already added in some for the extra negotiating.�
I try hard not to register anything on my face. It�s not really that hard because the vodka has got me pretty numbed up.
The phone buzzes and he picks it up. He listens mostly, speaking only a few words in slurred Polish. Then he simply hangs up.
�Tomorrow noon, on a yes or no?� He finishes his drink, stands up and smiles his old smile.
I nod slowly. �Yes, that would be good. Yes.�
He�s drunk and I am too, but we manage a bear hug as he comes around the desk.
�What was the call just then? Am I shooting my way out of here?�
He laughs and leans heavily on his desk.
�Hardly. It�s nothing. Kos has abruptly quit, left about an hour or so ago. He was a dumbass, anyway.�
�Damn, I hope that little misunderstanding when I came in didn�t have something to do with it.�
Patrik waved my comment away. �Believe me, no great loss, Jerz. Call me early tomorrow eh?�
�I will, you know I will. Hey, what time you closing out there these days?�
�Three o�clock.� He looks at me and smiles. �The short blond bartender, right?�
�I don�t know what you�re talking about.�
�Ania. Tell her your drinks are free. She is friendly.� He winks at me and puts the other two banded stacks of money in my hand. �Now, you either take these or I have you thrown out. No Ania, either.�
I shrug and tuck the bundles into my jacket pocket. �Get me past your soldiers, Patrik. I got serious work to do.�
With that we walk back through the hallways and backroom, arriving back out at the bar. He takes me behind the bar and walks me right up to Ania, introduces me and tells her in Polish to give me whatever I want, on the house. He pats her on the ass and walks away. I�m home free. She nods at me and gives me a little smile. I smile back. I�m fuzzy headed as hell and I don�t care if the vodka�s working its magic, she looks damn good. There�s an open stool at the very end of the bar, right where I like to be. Nothing worse than sitting in between people. I slip around the bar and take a seat.
Since my buddy Kos took off a little early, I�m gonna concentrate on the business at hand. His twinky ass can wait. I�ll find him one of these nights.
I wave at Ania, all shy and everything. She flips her hair a little and comes over smiling.
Gonna be a long night.

SIX

Mick
The light on my answering machine was flashing when I got home. That�s me � the alarm clock barely works, but the answering machine is in perfect order. Like anyone ever calls.
But someone did, apparently.
I shrugged off my coat and dropped it on the back of the dining room chair. I took two steps and was in what passed for my bedroom. A shrill beep sounded when I pushed the button. No high tech computer voices for me. Just old school, lucky you got me and I ain�t broken, technology.
The message began without preamble. �Mr. Sawyer, this is Doctor Bradford. I�m the senior attending physician at Columbia Correctional Facility in Portage, Wisconsin.�
I froze.
�As you probably already know, your father, Garnett Sawyer, is incarcerated here.� He paused a second, then forged on. �He�s sick, Mr. Sawyer. And I�m afraid it is terminal. He asked me to call you so that you can come to say goodbye.�
Son of a bitch.
�You can come whenever you�re able. The facility has visiting hours, but I�ve put in for an exemption due to his condition, so you�ll be able to see him as soon as you arrive.� He paused again. �I�d recommend coming soon. He doesn�t have very long.�
There was another pause, then a click. The machine beeped and went silent.
I stared at it. That son of a bitch.
I wanted to be furious, but after the fight with the Czechs and the up and down of Connie�s bullshit, all I felt was a cold ache. Maybe it was all the pain I could muster on the old man�s behalf. Or all the anger.
Mostly, I stared at the answering machine in disbelief.
�You always told me never to ask you for nothing,� I said. I was surprised to hear a small croak in my voice. �You said that was �cause you�d never ask me for nothing, neither.�
The red light of the answering machine stared back at me, unblinking.
�Guess you lied, huh?� I shook my head. �Well, it wouldn�t be the first time.�
More than anything, I wanted that to be the end of it. Fuck it. Let the old man rot. He�s the one that had to bust town to avoid a beef. He�s the one who got pinched for a born-to-lose style convenience store rip over in Calumet City, just over the border into Wisconsin. When was the last time I saw him? Fifteen years ago?
�How many fucking letters did you send?� I asked aloud.
Not a one.
�You think I liked living with Jerzy and his fucked up clan?�
Like he cared.
So now that he�s dying, suddenly I�m supposed to care? How does that work?
The answer was a simple one. Press delete and watch the red light go off. Let the old man die in prison where he�s been rotting for a decade and a half anyway. Go back to work. See who Eddie hires in place of Connie. Maybe take up with her. Hell, maybe she�ll be worth it.
See? Easy.
Except family ain�t that easy when you�re brought up Irish Catholic.
�Fuck,� I muttered.
I put my coat back on and left the apartment.
The columbarium was dimly lit and quiet. I hadn�t been to the church since the day of her service. I�ve never been inside this room with all of the urns on ledges in the wall. But the little book outside the doorway listed her name and the location of her ashes, so it was easy enough.
The little plaque read �Sawyer, Margaret� and her dates were listed below. Above it, the urn sat on a shelf. The cornflower blue and white design looked like it was made of marble. It should be for what it cost. That was one thing I guess I had to thank the old man for. He may have fucked up a lot of things, but when my mother died, he took care of her right.
A tiny gold crucifix leaned against the front of the urn. I know they make those things by the tens of thousands, but I was pretty sure where this one came from. The old man used to wear one, but he quit after Ma died. Now I knew where it went.
�So what?� I whispered, and ran my hand through my hair. �He took care of her one day out of her life and I�m supposed be grateful?�
Yes.
I could almost hear my mother�s soft lilting voice say the word. And that would be her answer, wouldn�t it? That even if he only gave her one day, that I should repay that day somehow.
Yes.
And I probably would, too. Because I was always the �good� son, right? The one who didn�t skip school four days out five. The one who treated his mother with respect. The one who didn�t fight unless someone brought the fight to him. The one for who �he got picked up by the cops� meant that I was hired by the CPD, not stuffed in the back of a patrol cruiser and shuffled off to jail.
Yeah, that was me. A source of posthumous pride for my dead mother and embarrassment for my incarcerated father.
Until.
I took a deep breath and let it out. The sound echoed throughout the quiet of the stone-walled room. Most of the time, I liked the quiet. But not when it was screaming at me like it was right now.
Until.
Yeah, until I was about seventeen months into being a cop. Then I did the old man proud, huh? Not only busted off the job, but caught a felony with a real jail sentence, too. And best of all, I kept my mouth shut. Didn�t rat off my sergeant or my partner, even though both of them were way deep into the situation that I took the hit for.
I always wondered how the old man would look at that. Or my brother, for that matter. The code of the street was simple. You didn�t say shit. You took your lumps. There were no exceptions. Even if there were exceptions, if you ratted someone out, you could expect the reputation and the repercussions no matter what. I guess the exceptions just made you feel better about yourself.
But there was another rule, too. That the police were pretty much the enemy. You had to find a way to co-exist, but never forget that they were on the other side of that line. So if I had ratted out those cops that I worked with, would that have made me some kind of fucked up folk hero?
I reached up and traced the letters of my mother�s name. The plastic nameplate was cool on my fingertips. An empty space waited next to her for Gar�s urn.
Hero? Nah. I just would�ve been doubly hated. Once for being with the cops and again for being a rat. At least by keeping my mouth shut, I kept some sense of street integrity intact.
But what would the old man say? Or Jerzy? That I should�ve said fuck �em and looked out for number one? Or keep to the code?
�Who cares?� I said, and my voice was louder than I expected. It echoed throughout the chamber like a somber pronouncement.
�Who cares about what, my son?�
The voice surprised me, but I kept from jumping. That came from years on the street. You can�t look surprised or scared, or you�re flat out fucked.
I glanced over at the entrance to the room. An impossibly young priest with bushy brown hair but a red goatee stood near the door.
�Nothing, Father,� I said. �Sorry to disturb you.�
The priest smiled. �This is a house of God, my son. You�re not disturbing me at all.� His accent was prevalent, but lacked the thick brogue of the old priest who�d overseen my mother�s funeral all those years ago.
�You�re new,� I said.
He looked confused. �No, lad. I�ve been at this church for over six years. Do you not live in this neighborhood?�
I shook my head. �Not anymore.�
He nodded and walked toward me. When he reached my side, he read the nameplate. I realized I was still touching it and dropped my hand, strangely ashamed.
�Margaret Sawyer was your mother, then?�
I nodded.
�You know she is with her Savior now, don�t you?�
I smiled slightly and shook my head. �I know she was counting on that, Father.�
�And she can,� he said, his tone conversational. �We all can.�
�Okay,� I said. �Well, thanks, Father.�
The priest said nothing, but he held my gaze. Just as I was about to look away, he asked, �Why did you come here today, my son? What�s troubling you?�
I almost laughed. All that Irish Catholic guilt that pounds me every day and yet when I am face to face with it, it seems like a bad joke. What can this guy offer me? If he�s older than me, then it�s just barely. I bet he grew up in some Massachusetts suburb before he went off to seminary, too.
But he kept staring at me, so I finally said, �It�s complicated.�
�Most things are,� he answered.
I stood silently. I didn�t want to answer him. I wanted to leave. But you don�t just walk away from a priest like that. Not when he�s just doing his job. That was part of some code, too.
�I just wanted to sort through some things,� I told him. �See what my mother might want me to do.�
�Worrying about doing your duty, are you?�
I smiled humorlessly. �You could say that.�
He nodded slowly. �Duty is important. As long as it doesn�t overshadow God�s will.�
I rolled that through my mind a couple of times. While I was doing that, he reached out and squeezed my shoulder, then turned and strode away. He was out the large doors of the columbarium before I came to the conclusion that he was completely full of shit.
Duty is important?
Yeah, right. Because everyone else is so fucking loyal, I should be, too?
God�s will?
Jesus, father, I don�t even know if there is a God these days. If I hadn�t been forced to do the kneel, sit, stand, kneel, pray routine for so many years, I wouldn�t be so guilt-conditioned. That guilt runs through my veins with generations of genetic code pushing behind it. But that doesn�t mean there�s a God. Or that he has any particular will. Or that I should give a shit if he does.
I glanced back up at my mother�s blue and white patterned urn. I reached out and touched the marble.
�I�ll go,� I whispered.
For her, I�d go.
�I�ll give him back his one day,� I said. �But that�s it.�

SEVEN

Jerzy
I wake up like I�ve been shot in the ass, eyes wide open and sweating like a whore in church. Speaking of which, she�s laying right beside me, snoring softly.
Her back is to me and I prop myself up on an elbow to look around the bedroom. Where in the fuck am I? I see clothes laying all over hell. The sheets and covers are twirled and twisted.
Her apartment, yeah. Annie or Angie maybe. Yeah, I remember now. A little, anyway.
I look at the drapes of two small bay windows on the far wall and there is a little hazy light coming in but it�s still early. Don�t hear much traffic.
I swear I can�t sleep for more than a long nap anymore. Doesn�t matter what shape I�m in either, I wake up like some kind of psycho or something. Breathing heavy and all jazzed up. I think I dream too much. Can�t ever really remember them but it seems like I�m always running, about to get capped or caught and then bang, I wake the fuck up.
Like right now, I�m still drunk, too drunk to even have a hangover yet. I should be out cold, snoozin� away for another two, three hours.
There�s something I�m forgetting here.
I swing my legs over the edge and stand up too quick, taking three steps sideways. I do the wide stance, hands on the hips routine to get my bearings.
There is something I need to check here and I look around the room trying to figure out just what the hell that might be.
Annie, or whatever the hell her name is, sighs and rolls over. Her blonde hair is hanging across her face but she�s showing everything else. Damn nice, and if I could just remember one single thing about last night it�d probably be even better.
My eyes stop on the leather jacket hanging off the edge of her dresser. I blink my eyes slowly like an idiot and it finally comes to me. That�s what is so damn important. I walk over to the dresser, real slow like, buck naked and doing the weave a little.
I pick up my jacket and knock over a bottle of hair spray or some shit. It rolls into a jewelry tree stand and almost knocks it over. I�m a fuckin� mess.
Staggering away two steps, I�m holding the jacket out in front of me, looking like a punch drunk boxer.
I go back to the bed and spread it out. Reaching for an inside pocket I find it right away. The two stacks of money that Patrik had given me last night. All nice and neat, still banded. Fuck yeah, good deal. I turn to gather up my clothes but I remember something else.
I pat down the jacket, check all the pockets, turn it inside out and back again. Nothing. What the shit? Please tell me I didn�t lose that, spend it all or get it lifted.
�Dzien dobry,� she says from the bed. One hand has swept away her hair and she�s even hotter than I thought she was. �Moj wielbiciel.�
�I�ll be your lover even more if you tell me where you put the rest of my money.�
She shakes her head no and cocks her head a little to the side.
�My money�my pieniadze?�
She stretches, gives me the sleepy smile and then reaches over to me slowly.
I lean over to meet her but grab her by the throat and push her down into the pillow. I�ve been picked and tossed before but not this time.
She�s looking up at me all confused and innocent, with her eyebrows raised. I ease up on the pressure just enough to let her breathe then lower myself down on top of her. Kissing her roughly, I put the pressure back on again.
�Pieniadze?� I whisper it to her but it�s a threat as much as anything. I�m thinking she don�t look drunk at all. I�ve been had here. She either got it last night or someone ducked in here and grabbed it.
A big tear forms in her left eye and cascades down her cheek. She waves a hand slowly at me and I let off the grip a little.
�Money?� She chokes out. �Zadne pieniadze.�
�Well, then who the hell does have it?�
She just keeps giving me that sad, confused look.
�I�m going to really start hurting you now.�
�Please now, back to bed. Everything okay.�
I put the choke on her again but my phone starts chirping. Trouble is I can�t see it. I let up on her but get right in her face.
�You stay right there and I do mean right the fuck there, you understand? Don�t you move.�
I start tossing clothes and finally find it in my pants pocket on the fourth ring.
I don�t recognize the number.
�Yeah?�
�Hello, yes, is this uh, Jerzy Sawyer?�
The guy said Jerzy like he was trying to speak for the first time. Or he�s just a faggot, plain and simple.
�Yeah.�
�All right then, good morning, Mr. Sawyer. This is Doctor Bradford. I�m the head physician at Columbia Correctional Facility here in Portage, Wisconsin.�
�Well, that�s great, doctor. I�m the new mayor here in Chicago, Illinois. According to my phone it�s six fucking thirty in the morning. So, you have about ten seconds more until I go away.�
�You�re a hard man to get a hold of. I have called relatives and � �
�Five seconds.�
What the hell was this shit?
�Very well then, as you probably already know, your father, Mr. Garnett Sawyer, is incarcerated here at Columbia.�
�Probably, I do know that, yes. Is there any other newsflash you might have for me here, doctor? If so, spit it the fuck out.�
�Your father is not a well man. In fact, he�s very sick. I�m sorry to inform you that it is terminal and has been for some time now. He made a request that I call you so that you can come to say goodbye.�
I wasn�t all that surprised but it still hurt. It got my attention. Fuck me.
�He wants to see you as soon as possible. There really isn�t too much time. As a rule, we normally have very strict visiting hours but I have made arrangements for you and your family.�
�My family?�
�I�ve already spoken with your brother and mother. We�ll get you in to see him as soon as you can make it here.�
Shit. This is going to be a jumble fuck if there ever was one. Shit. I realize I have been pacing around the room and not staggering anymore. This call has sobered my drunk ass right up.
�Yeah, yeah, I understand. Sure, I�ll be there soon.�
�Once again, Mr. Sawyer, there is not much time. In terms of soon, what were you thinking?�
�Look, Dr. Bradford from bum-fuck Wisconsin, I said exactly what I was thinking. Soon. That�s what I�m thinking. Soon, got it?�
�Very well. Do you know of this facility? Where we are located?�
�Yeah, I know the place. And how�s this, a day maybe. At the most, two days. I�ll be there.�
I snap my phone shut and stare down at the floor.
Motherfucker, I can�t believe this but then again I can. I mean the old man had lived crazy and rough his entire life, so it wasn�t like this couldn�t have been about ten other things�and ten years earlier. Man, this is gonna blow, big time. I mean Mick, what the shit was that dumbass up to these days? I stopped having a brother a long, long fuckin� time ago. My mom, what have I got to say to her? What have I got say to any of �em, including the old man?
He�s my old man, though, and I guess that he did his best when we were younger. Despite what my righteous ass brother might think, life is nothin� but a crapshoot anyway. You play what you get dealt. No guarantees in this game and every father can�t be Time Magazine�s fuckin� Man of the Year.
I�m staring at the phone but out of the corner of my eye I see it. Over on the floor, in the corner. Next to the wastebasket. Laying there right out in front of God and everybody was the third bundle of money. Probably dropped out of my jacket last night while we were doing the dance.
I look around at her and she was sitting up now with the sheets pulled up around her. She�s just watching me, calm as shit.
�Jestem zalujacym dzieckiem,� I say.. I point at myself, then the money on the floor. I slump my shoulders and then give her my best puppy dog look. �I�m just an ass and I didn�t mean to hurt you. This is a onetime only though, �cause I�m never wrong and never sorry. �
She smiles sweetly and holds out her arms to me. �So you gotta go, huh? That didn�t sound too good on the phone. I hope it�s nothing too serious.�
She brushes her hair out of her face and the sheet drops. For a very long second I�m thinking, hey, I got a little more time. Forget the fact that I was trying to choke her to death a minute ago. I can still see the red marks on her neck and I guess I feel a little bad about that. Instead, I try to focus on the different voice I just heard come out of her.
�Whoa, now. What happened to my little Polish immigrant bartender?�
�Oh, I�m all Polack,� she says, �but I�m a Chicago girl all the way, born and bred. I�m a Cubs fan, hate the Sox, love the Bears and know a few of the Blackhawks players.� She winks at me and gives me that sweet smile.
�So, wait here now. What was with the accent and the eastern European mail order bride thing?� I can�t help but smile back at her.
�I go to night school at DePaul and I really needed this job I got a month ago at Ambrozy�s.� She still has the accent but it�s very slight, just slinky enough. �My parents basically disowned me a few years ago, so I�ve kinda been on my own.�
�I still don�t get the need for all the broken English, innocence and not understanding anything.�
�If I�ve learned one thing quickly with the crowd at Ambrozy�s, and Patrik in particular, it pays to be cautious. You just never know. Sometimes,� she puts the innocent confused look back on her face, �is better to not speak English very well and to, uh, how you say? Be clueless? Eh? Stay out of your business, whatever it is you do. You could have been a very bad man.�
�I am, Annie. I�m a very bad man.�
�But you wouldn�t kill me, Jerzy. I believe you�re smarter than that.�
�I like the way you think.�
�I like the way you look.� She laughs and nods at me with a raised eyebrow. �And it�s Ania.�
�Ania.� I start throwing my clothes on. �I like that name.�
�So did my parents, I guess.� She watches me getting dressed. �So okay, we�ve established that you are definitely a dangerous man. Then again, I�ve always liked dangerous.�
�Thanks. I think.�
�You really have to go now, don�t you? Everything okay?�
�Yeah, gotta run. Everything is never okay, Ania. Just some things are. This thing with us was definitely okay.�
I find my shoulder holster and gun under the bed and loop it on. She�s watching close, taking it all in.
�So, what are you doing in college?�
�Studying psychology, I like that, too. I�m going to be a shrink someday.�
�Holy shit, and you say I�m dangerous. You could be doing a fuckin� study on me right now.� I throw on my jacket and put the money in my inside pockets. I�m ready to hit it. I�ll have to stop by the dump I�ve been calling home since getting out of Joliet. Get cleaned up a little and pack a few clothes.
I head back over to the bed, lean over and give her a kiss. No time for long goodbyes here, not that there would have been one, anyway. I turn to go, but stop.
�You okay, Ania?�
What the hell am I saying? Like I give a shit.
�Sure, Jerzy.�
�Yeah, well, I didn�t mean anything earlier. I just thought you shook me down. I hope you don�t bruise real easy.�
�No worries. I�m a big girl.�
�Sure, sure. What are ya, all of twenty one, twenty two or some crazy ass age like that?�
�Close.�
�You work a lot of hours at Ambrozy?�
�As many as I can get.�
�Is bartending all he�s got you doing?�
She just shrugged. �I wear a few different hats.�
�Be careful with that. Patrik paying you good?�
�He pays me more in a week than my father ever made for a month of laying brick all over this town. The apartment is rented pretty cheap to me and a few Ambrozy employees live here, too. Patrik owns this building now.�
�Yeah? Well, okay. You take care of yourself and maybe I�ll drop in again for a drink soon.�
�I�ll be there.�
I pat my pockets for the car keys and find them.
�So, there�s just one more thing. You know where I parked last night? Drawing a little blank there.�
�Right out front. I drove, parked it real careful.�
I�m taking the steps two at a time down from the third floor and thinking about everything I got going on. I can�t forget to call Patrik by noon today, either. I�m going all the way in on that thing he had for me. I got some good money here now but there�s a helluva lot more waiting to be had.
Like old Gar always said, ride those hot streaks all the way to the end. Ride the piss out of them until you know things have gone cold. Don�t jump off that fuckin� train too soon.
That gets to me start thinking about him and I push it all down just like I�ve always done. He was, and still is, a rat bastard. Hey, so am I. But he�s my rat bastard. He�s still my old man and fuck anyone that ain�t on board with that.
I come out the front door of the apartments and bang, there is my car, only a few spaces down.
I like this Ania.

EIGHT

Mick
I�ve never been to prison.
Jail, sure. In the year and a half I spent on the job, I booked my share of suspects. And I saw the inside of a jail cell for a few weeks on that shit Harris and the Sarge pulled. But prison is a different matter. Or so I hear.
They checked me through with all the efficiency you might expect. Slow and steady. Lots of waiting. And repeating myself. And showing identification. And being searched.
All the while, the guards kept a professional detachment, coupled with a hint of arrogance. There was a time when this would have pissed me off, maybe even pushed me over the edge, but today I didn�t even say a word. All I could remember was wearing the badge myself and talking about how these guys were just wannabe cops who couldn�t make the varsity team.
So maybe I deserved it, yeah?
That�s what I thought for a little while. But after over an hour, I started feeling a little bit like I imagined the cons must feel every day. Something along the lines of �You know what? Fuck these guys.�
So when some guy named Hebert with a thick French Canadian accent asked me for the fifth time who I was there to see, I�d had enough.
�Gar fucking Sawyer,� I snapped and pointed at the paperwork in front of him. �Or can�t you read English?�
Hebert gave me a look that said he routinely scraped things off the bottom of his shoe that rated higher in his book than I did. I radiated back that he rated even lower than that with me.
�You want to watch dat attitude,� he said. �Dere is a process.� He pronounced it pro-sess.
�Your pro-sess is for shit. I�ve answered the same questions half a dozen times.�
�Dis is a prison, Meester Sawyer.� He scowled at me meaningfully.
�No shit. I thought it was the deli.�
His scowl deepened.
I wasn�t finished. �You do know the point is to keep people in these places, right? Not keep them out.�
He blinked at me, as if to say how he�s heard that one a hundred times this week. Then he turned his attention back to the paperwork I�d handed him. �Your prisoner, he is in da hospital wing.�
�I know.�
He slid the papers back under the glass window toward me. �Follow da blue line. Dey will help you dere.�
I thought about asking why in the hell the last guy had sent me to Francois here in the first place, but could see that he didn�t care one way or the other. For all I knew, the guy at the other end of the blue line would send me right back here. I was there to visit a convict, so they figured jerking me around was just par for the course.
Besides, what the hell was I doing? I wasn�t pissed at Hebert. Much. I was mostly pissed at the fact I was even standing in a fucking prison in the first place. To see the old man.
Still, the whole pro-sess got my Irish up.
�Thanks a lot,� I said. �And say hi to Kermit, you fucking frog.�
Hebert�s eyes flashed in anger. His jaw clenched and set, but he said nothing. Frankly, I was surprised he showed me even that much. Must be a rookie.
�Just follow da blue line,� he said.
I turned and left.
The hospital wing was clean and well lit. The smell of antiseptic cleaners overwhelmed something a little more rotten. It was like when you try to scrub cat piss out of a rug. It just won�t leave entirely, so you end up burning a candle instead. Or you get used to the stench. But either way, it�s still there.
Doctor Bradford wasn�t around, but a male nurse led me to the bay where the old man was sleeping. The large room held at least eight beds, separated by privacy sheets. A couple of the patients lay still and asleep. One, a bald man in his fifties hooked up to a dialysis machine, gave me a lascivious look and flickered his tongue at me.
�Hey, I get out soon, sweetie,� he cooed. �We could have a good time then.�
I ignored him.
�Keep it down, Sal,� the nurse said without turning toward him.
�Nice ass,� Sal whispered as I walked past.
We reached a drawn sheet in the corner of the room. The nurse slid it aside and it held it open for me.
I hesitated, then realized that the time for hesitating had passed. I stepped through into my father�s bed area. The nurse followed.
You think you�re prepared for something like this, but you never are. I figured seeing him again would be hard, whether that meant I got so pissed that I pummeled him or maybe broke down and bawled like a kid when he finds out Santa Claus is a racket. And I was right. It sucked the air out of my chest for a long ten seconds while I stared at him. I wasn�t sure what to call the emotion that was rushing in, but I could feel its intensity, whatever it was.
There was something else, though, too. I was somewhat prepared to see him, but I had no idea he�d look this bad. He�d lost forty or fifty pounds since I saw him last. Maybe sixty. And though he was a large man, it had been all height and wiry muscle. Maybe a thin layer of fat during those times he was working a legitimate job and wasn�t on the run and up all hours.
His ashen skin stretched across the bones of his face. Wisps of hair on his chin were all that remained from the thick goatee he used to wear. The hair on his head had turned white. It looked thin and brittle. His sunken eyes glared out at me with barely concealed hatred.
�My eldest,� he rasped to the nurse. He waved a gnarled, bony finger toward me. �Not much to look at, is he?�
The nurse checked his IV drip. �He�s here to see you in your last hours,� he said. �You should be glad for that. Some of our terminal patients die alone.�
The old man coughed into his hands, but shook his head at the nurse�s comment.
I stood, silent and waiting.
The nurse finished checking things, turned and walked away, leaving us alone. We stared at each other without a word. His eyes burned with that old, intense anger that I remembered as a kid, but it had a frailty to it. Like an old broken down snake that could no longer strike out, but if you came close enough, there was still poison aplenty in those fangs.
I took a seat in a hard back chair near the foot of the bed. He watched me, but I made no move to slide closer to him.
�Why�d you call?� I asked finally. �I mean, if all you wanted to do was insult me, you could have sent a card.� I let a sarcastic smile play out on my lips. �Oh, that�s right. You don�t send cards or letters, do you?�
He smiled humorlessly but said nothing.
�It�s probably better in person, though,� I said. �Right? Dad?�
He let out a small phlegm-filled cough, then wiped something away with the back of his hand. �Still the drama princess, ain�t ya, Michelle?�
I shook my head at him. �What do you want from me?�
He wiped the back of his hand on the sheet. I saw a trace of pink in the smear he left there.
�You shouldn�t have gone with the cops,� he said. �That was a mistake.�
�Really? Well, maybe if you�d been around to guide me instead of doing time in Wisconsin, I would�ve made the right choice where that was concerned.�
�I figure you�d have the sense to know better.�
�Apparently not.�
�Didn�t go so well for ya, though, did it?�
I shook my head. �Not so great, no.�
�What happened?�
�I�m sure you get the papers in here. You know what happened.�
�Newspapers are full of shit. Besides, I want to hear it from you.�
I brushed some lint from my jeans. �What does it matter? It didn�t fit me, all right?�
He stared at me like he was trying to stare through me. I held his gaze and kept my expression hard and blank.
Truth is, being a cop had fit me some. Maybe if I grew up in the sixties or seventies, it�d been a perfect fit. Especially in Chicago. But not these days. Not anymore. I couldn�t let him see that, though. It wasn�t so much that I didn�t want him to know that a piece of me loved wearing the uniform or that another piece of me could never play by those rules. I just didn�t want to give the old bastard the satisfaction of knowing me any better.
�Didn�t fit, huh?�
�No.�
�Good gig, though. Lots of tail?�
I shrugged. �Some girls like bad boys. Some like a uniform.�
He chuckled, a rumbling sound in his throat. �Yeah, there�s always that.�
�Is that what you called me out here for? Some belated fatherly career guidance?�
�Hell, no. You�ll find your own way, just like I found mine.�
I raised my eyebrows sarcastically, but didn�t comment.
He noticed my expression. �You got anything going, mister big shot?�
I shrugged. �Just working.�
�Working what?�
�A grill.�
He smiled, then lifted his own eyebrows mockingly. �Sounds promising.�
�It�s honest work.�
�Honest work never pays big,� he said.
�Yeah, but it doesn�t come with the possibility of seven to ten, either.�
�You work a job like that, you�re doing time. It�s just another kind of time.�
I was getting tired of Gar Sawyer Philosophy 101. �What do you want from me?� I asked him again.
�Doc told you, didn�t he?� he grunted. �I want to say goodbye. And leave you something.�
�Leave me what?�
He shook his head again. �Not until your brother is here.�
�Jerzy? He�s coming here?�
�Yep.�
�When?�
The old man shrugged. �Could be any minute. Could be whenever.�
Figures. He�ll come in his own time, whatever that is. Jerzy is the old man all over again. Maybe worse. I�ve done bad things in my life. Probably do them again if the opportunity were right. Why the fuck not? Nothing comes to you in this life but what you take, at least in my experience.
But Jerzy? He�s just plain bad. Not even for the sake of being bad. He just is.
�I can�t wait around forever,� I told him.
�You came,� the old man rasped. �Which means you�ll stay.�
I wanted to say no, but I saw that small cross leaning against a cold marble urn, and I knew he was right.
�Don�t worry,� he said. �It won�t be long. One way or the other, it won�t be long.�

NINE

Jerzy
The drive was taking longer than I thought it would, a little under four hours already. It should�ve been quicker but hey, just getting outta the city takes a while with all the traffic these days.
Once the cars thinned out I got on it a little. This black Charger is kickass. A week ago, I picked it right off the damn showroom floor at Johnny Kaznicki�s dealership on Roosevelt Road. Johnny boy kinda owed me a couple a favors so the price had been very reasonable. Fucking thing really runs. I mean any car the cops pick for chase cars can�t be all bad, right?
So, I screamed west on 90, past that godforsaken town of Rockford and then straight as a damn arrow north into Cheesehead country. I go flying by bum-fuck Beloit and then through another bustling metropolis, Janesville.
I got too much down time here and don�t want to really think about where I�m going and why. My mind is on nothing and everything. So I settle on Wisconsin. To me, there�s never been nothin� worth a damn in Wisconsin. Except the food. Rich, thick, heavy shit. Noodles and sausage. And then some more sausage. The women up here can have that blonde thing going on and everything, even cute sometimes, but they�re too damn sturdy. You worry about one getting pissed off and maybe kicking your ass.
So, here�s another problem with Wisconsin, I mean besides it being full of assholes. I could give a shit about the leaves turning colors in Door County and the pretty scenery. Or skiing, or fishing, or camping. Wears my ass out just thinking about it.
I don�t like a lot of things in this world though and I s�pose Wisconsin is just part of a very, very long list. The people list is even longer.
Yet another patch of nothing for miles, then Madison comes and goes. I�m getting close now because the bridge over the Wisconsin River is coming up, three miles ahead. Portage, next four exits, the sign says. Four big exits. Jesus. Oh, and there�s the sign for sparkling Silver Lake. Don�t forget Mud Lake either. Mud Lake. Hey, I�m not bullshittin� here, it�s on the map.
I light another Marlboro and take a nip out of my silver flask. Not much, though. I can�t afford to go stumbling ass in there all fucked up. Just a little to even me out, is all.
I got things to do after this. Serious things. I had a talk with Patrik on the way up here. We spoke real vague-like and sorta pidgin English because Patrik just never knows who�s listenin� to him these days. He�s a big fish now and the Feds are all eyes and ears.
I was in all the way, though, and he knew it, that was the main thing. I�m going back to see him at Ambrozy�s tomorrow night. The sacrifice boy is already in town and everybody knows it. The good guys, and the bad guys. I wonder if the dumbass is even worried, or if he�s too busy enjoying all the celebrity and attention.
Anyway, enough of that shit for now. It is family reunion time. Dad, Mick and Mom. My plan is to get in and get the hell out. Quickly. Bing, bang, boom.
I follow the signs and pull off the main road onto a long winding lane. I can see it on a small rise. Columbia Correctional Institution. It wasn�t one of the old classic prisons built out of huge concrete chunks and slabs, with walls about twenty feet high. The ones that look like some sort of old castle.
No, Colombia is one of those flat, ugly fuckers with slits for windows and plain dull red brick. Two parallel rows of high fences and concertina wire everywhere. Towers in the corners and the guards in them are very visible. The place has- no style, no character.
But it has some creds though. It was a max prison, after all, and some bad fuckers are in there. I guess they all do but Columbia had a little history of notoriety. Jeffrey Dahmer, the faggot cannibal, had been housed here, for one. Well, for an hour or two, anyway. That particular crazy fuck only lasted about a year before another inmate caved his head in with a pipe.
I had left my gun at home so when I check-in through the sally port, I�m clean as a whistle. It takes forever but I�m used to this bullshit so I just let the dumb shit guards do their thing.
�You say that Dr. Bradford has expedited a special pass to see Garnett Sawyer, inmate 459024, on a medical emergency visitation?� The guard frowns and raises his eyebrows. He was young and efficient, buttoned down. Most likely smarter than the average screw. He was also as green as the grass at Wrigley Field.
I lean in closer and look through the thick wire mesh at him. I squinted at his name plate.
�Officer Hammel? Or wait, Hammet? Sorry, I�m blind as a bat these days.�
�Neither. It�s Officer Hammer. HammER.�
�Right, right, sorry about that. So, Officer Hammet, my dad is over in the infirmary and he�s dying. I really need to see him as fast as I can. I�ll call the doctor real quick and let you talk to him. He�s said to do that if there was a delay or problems came up. He said the warden would put me through right away.� I smile at him just polite as hell and start to punch in Johnny Kaznicki�s number at the car lot, just for show.
�I�m just the sally port officer Mr. Sawyer. You�re good to go here, but you still have to pass through the registration process.� He gives me back my driver�s license, which was suspended, and had me sign the docket. Then he points me down a long ass hallway. �Registration area is down there to your right. Follow the signs.�
He goes back to his computer screen quickly, with way too much concentration. Like he�s about ready to land the space shuttle or something. Fuckhead.
�Oh, okay. Thanks, Officer Hummer.� I wave and nod to him and start down the hall. �Appreciate it.�
�Dad?�
He�s laying flat on his back with only a thin greasy pillow under his head. The sheet is pulled up to his shoulders. His eyes are half opened and heavy lidded. Nothing. He doesn�t move or speak. Goddamn it, he looks like shit. He�s shrunk down to nothin�. His skin has no color. For a second, I think I�m too late.
I stand right where I am and don�t move. Jesus, Dad, the game really is over isn�t it? My eyes start swimming a little, not much and I push that shit to the side real quick. Not gonna be any sniffling going on here.
I snap a quick look at the male nurse. �You gonna help me out here, sport, or just watch this? What the fuck do I do here?�
The idiot just looks at me and blinks.
�Am I too late, or is he okay?� I ask him.
�No, he�s not okay. He just had another visitor and he�s fading pretty fast now. Inmate Sawyer is just wore out. Anything he does at all, takes effort. He is heavily medicated but I think he�s conscious. So are you too late? No, but he�s also not okay.�
I walk to him and get close.
�Look smartass, you�re gonna get a pass this time but don�t get all pissy with me again. Now get the hell out, faggot. Pull the fuckin� curtain shut after you too.�
I glare at him until he looks away and then I grab a plastic chair and carry it over to the side of the bed. The male nurse just stands there, though.
�Did I stutter or what? Get out, Nancy.�
He gives me a pained look. �I didn�t mean anything bad. I�ll be around if you need something.�
�That�s super. Out, now.�
Someone a couple beds down yells for his momma. The voice sounds delirious, batshit crazy. There is a loud moan that lasts way too long.
�I�m surrounded by assholes, Jerz.�
I look down at him and his blank sunken eyes are staring at me. A small grin, about all you ever got out of him even in the best of times, curls at the corners of his mouth.
�Dad.�
�Hey, boy.�
�Jesus, Dad. I, uh, I came as soon as I heard.�
�Wha�whatcha got cookin� since you got out? Got anything good in the pipeline?�
He seizes up a little right after he says it, gritting his teeth so bad I can hear them grind. His facial skin is tight and thin. I can almost see his jaw muscles.
�Don�t talk too much, �kay, Dad?�
The loud moaning keeps up. Somebody else joins the chorus, jabbering away down on the other end of the big open room.
�I�m gonna get you in a room. This is bullshit.�
�Ain�t worth it, boy.� His eyes are still squeezed shut but his face relaxes a little. �No time for that.�
He opens his eyes and takes my forearm. His grip is feeble, like an old woman�s. He�s staring at me hard and opens his mouth to speak but can�t get it out. He tries to squeeze my arm harder.
�Dad, look. Just rest. I�m here and I�ll stay as long as you want me.�
�You were always my boy, my best blood, my best hope,� he rasps. �At least you tried, huh? Don�t take no shit, Jerz. Don�t be so shittin� soft.� He tries to swallow but can�t seem to do it. �Fuck�em. Fuck�em all. It�s you against everybody. Don�t trust nobody.� The last only comes out as a whisper and he points at the cup of water on the bed table.
I hold it to his lips and half of it dribbles down his chin as he tries to sip some.
�Dad, listen, I got a lot of things going on right now. Got some money already and more coming in. Nobody fucks with me, Dad. Believe that.�
�Pussy�.,� he whispers. �Sometimes you�re just a little pussy. Be hard all the time.� He tries squeezing my arm again and I barely feel it. I look at him and understand. I remember all the times he�s told me that. Over and over again. For years. Tryin� to make me tough. Get me ready for the world he knew � and the one I would know.
Out of nowhere, twenty or so years ago comes flashing back into my head. I�m watching the whole thing like it�s a video or something. It�s hotter than hell and he�s sweatin� like a prizefighter. His wife beater tee shirt is stuck to him and he slams his beer can down on the counter. He was always a big guy and back then he was built too. Lean, hard and ready to rock and roll. Then you add meaner than a fuckin� rattlesnake on top of all that and you got something to worry about.
We�re at the old house and he�s pushing me all over the kitchen. It�s late and he�s all drunked up. Shoving and bouncing me around the room. Jabbing me in the chest and cuffing me like a grizzly bear who doesn�t want to kill right away. I�m twelve, maybe. He grabs a heavy metal ladle out of the sink and smacks me a good one with it.
�Hit me, you little fuckin� girl. You pussy. Gonna toughen your candy ass up a little. I�ll show you how to be a man, you little bastard.� He corners me and I get whapped again, right on the ear. �Don�t let me fuck with you like that. Aw, you gonna cry on me now? I said HIT ME!�
His long ago yell echoes in my head and I blink. Blink again and then I�m back in this pale green dying room. It smells like death in here no matter how much they spray. Like cheap perfume on a slut.
He whispers something I don�t understand.
I lean in closer and he�s got a tear coming down his bony cheek. He smacks his lips twice and tries again.
I look at the tile floor quickly and push everything down, down and away.
�I tried with you.� His voice is wavering.
�Dad you did fine, what are you talking �bout?�
�Not your fault, you just don�t have it in you.�
�Dad, you�re wrong about that.�
�You�re still my boy, though.�
�Yeah, well okay, I know, I know. You�re always my dad and there ain�t nothing changin� that, either.�
�Mick.� He says and frowns, or tries to.
�No, Dad, it�s me. It�s Jerz and I�m here for you.�
His head goes sideways on me, but his eyes are still open.
�Your mother.� He�s barely getting the words out.
�You mean�is she here?� I�m thinking this could be it for him.
�I need to tell him something.�
I don�t know where the fuck Mick is, if he�ll get here in time or even end up coming at all. Mom will come, though. I�m sure of that. Aunt Alina would bring her.
He turns his head back to me.
�Mom�s here. I�ll get her, okay?�
He just looks at me but then his eyes seem to open up a little better.
�Mick. Here.�
�Yeah, yeah, I think I saw him, too,� I lie. �I�ll find them both and be right back, okay?� I get up and lean over. �Okay, Dad? Be back.�
He nods at me and his eyes still look okay for now.
I part the curtains and slide out. The twink nurse is at a desk in the corner and I walk straight to him.
�Is there a waiting room? Coffee shop or an area where visitors go to just sit it out for someone terminal?�
�A coffee shop?� The fucker sighs and smiles at me all sarcastic-like.
�You don�t learn quick, do you?� I snarl at him. �I swear to God, when this over, I�ll be back for you. Now just point me � don�t say another word or I�ll put that ball point pen in your ear.�
His eyes got big on that and he points me down a short, bright hallway. I can see just the corner of a small sitting area. I don�t waste any more time with this shithead because I don�t know how much longer I have here.
When I come around the corner there are three people sitting there, two of them women but none of them Mom. There is another guy leaning on the wall over by the corner window. His back is to me but it isn�t Mick. Wrong build. I take a few more steps in and I�m sure of it. Nope, not him. I glance quickly around the room again but then something makes me come back to the guy at the window.
I get closer still.
�Hey, Hero.�
�Hey, Punk.�
Two nicknames from another lifetime.
The guy who used to be my brother didn�t turn around but he was looking at me in the reflection of the window. Probably been watching me the whole time, like the cop he was.
I meet his eyes but there are no smiles.

TEN

Mick
He hadn�t changed much. Still big. More cut than last time I saw him, but prison will do that. Still had that same expression in his eyes as when we were kids. A combination of smart ass and hard ass. It used to hide a boy who was just as scared as the rest of us at what the world held. Now it looked like there was nothing left to hide in those eyes but how much he really hated everything the world held.
Like I should talk, though.
�Surprised you came,� he grunted at my reflection in the window.
�He�s my old man, too.�
�Hard to say,� Jerzy said.
I thought for a second he was going to say more, something derogatory about my mother or something, but he didn�t. He just stared at my reflection.
�Almost didn�t recognize your skinny ass. You used to be more muscled up.�
I shrugged and stood up. �I run a lot these days.�
�Yeah? That figures.�
He wanted me to ask why it figures, I could tell. Then he could jack me around about how it was something I could do alone or how running was for pussies and cowards or whatever. But I didn�t bite. What was the point? I had this few hours here and another few at the funeral, and then we were quits again.
�You see him yet?� I asked.
His mouth tightened and he glanced away. �Yeah.�
�Not quite the Gar Sawyer of old, is he?�
His eyes snapped back to mine. �Hey, fuck you, all right? He was more man than ten of you.�
I raised my hands in a peaceful gesture. �Relax. I�m just saying that cancer is brutal. That�s all.�
He eyed me for another moment, as if gauging my sincerity. Then he said, �Fucking brutal is right. Dying in a room full of crazy people and a fag for a nurse.� He shook his head. �It isn�t right.�
�It is what it is.�
�Fucking philosopher. Listen, you seen Ma?�
�No.�
�Aunt Alina maybe?�
I shook my head.
Jerzy frowned. �They should be here.�
I wondered why he hadn�t stopped and picked up his mother, but I didn�t bother asking. Jerzy does what Jerzy does. You try to figure it out, you�ll go crazy.
He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, something he always used to do when he was anxious. It was an old tic he�d had since we were young. I wondered if he were even aware that he did it.
�What�s wrong?�
�Huh?�
�Something�s wrong.�
He fixed me with a hard stare. �No shit, Hero. Dad�s dying.�
I didn�t reply.
�Look,� he said. �I�m going back. If you want to see him before�� he paused and swallowed. �If you want to see him again, you should come, too.�
�Okay.�
We walked back down the hallway to the hospital bay. As we passed the nurse at his station, Jerzy growled an insult at him. The hate that came off my brother was palpable, but I knew it wasn�t even really directed at the nurse. I mean, in a way it was, but mostly it was just being directed at everything and the poor guy happened to be part of everything.
Jerzy pulled aside the curtain and we stood side by side next to the old man�s pillow. He looked up at us. A tired, cruel smile tugged at the corners of his mouth.
�My boys,� he rasped.
�Yeah, Dad,� Jerzy said. �We�re here.�
I said nothing.
His gaze went back and forth between us. He took a shallow breath and exhaled. The stale odor of his breath washed over us.
�Not much time,� he said. His ragged whisper had a mixture of hate and regret in it. �You think you have all the time in the world, but you don�t, boys. You understand?�
�Yeah,� Jerzy said. �We understand.�
�Death is a bitch,� he said. �She�s a conniving bitch and she comes for all of us.�
�Bitches ruin everything,� Jerzy said.
The old man smiled a little. �You know why I�m here?� he asked us. �You know the job?�
�The stick-up bullshit they framed you for?� Jerzy asked.
The old man raised his hand off the blanket slightly and waved Jerzy�s words away. �No. Before that.�
I thought about it for a second, but Jerzy was quicker. �The museum thing? With the diamonds?�
The old man�s eyes shined a little. �That�s it.�
I remembered, although it was all rumors and street legends. The old man and two of his running buddies supposedly caught a courier between the airport and the museum while he was delivering some jewelry. A necklace and earring set. They belong to some Polish or Hungarian duchess or something. Supposedly a big score, and the reason he blew town before getting popped in Wisconsin for the convenience store robbery.
�What about it?� Jerzy asked.
�It�s true.�
�No shit? Good for you, Dad.�
He shook his head slightly. �Bastards double crossed me on the necklace.�
�Who?� Jerzy asked, his voice gruff. �I�ll fucking kill those motherfuckers.�
�Jimmy and Speedo.�
�They�re dead,� Jerzy said. �Count on it.�
�They got the necklace,� the old man said and coughed for a long while. Jerzy just stared at him. I could feel impatience rolling off of him in waves.
I grabbed a few tissues from the bedside table and wiped the chunky spittle from the old man�s lips. He tried to hit my hand away but could only manage to lift it and let it fall back to his side.
�Goddamnit,� he wheezed. �Listen.�
I dropped the used tissue on the table and listened.
�Go ahead, Dad,� Jerzy said. �I�m listening.�
�They got the necklace.�
�Yeah, you said that.�
He coughed again, then continued. �Just�the necklace.�
Both Jerzy and I were silent with understanding. The old man got the diamond earrings. He still had them. Somewhere.
�I left something for you,� he said. His eyes went back and forth between us. �Both of you. My legacy. Your birthright.�
�Where, Dad?� Jerzy�s voice was intense.
The old man�s smile broadened. He shook his head again, sank back deeper into his pillow and coughed some more.
He came around one final time and looked at us both.
�It�s not about who I was�but what I left you. It�s my legacy. Remember that.� He closed his eyes and sighed. �Can�t always take it to the bank but legacy is what�s important.�
That was the last he�d say.
We sat with him for another forty minutes in silence. Sometimes he�d cough, but those coughs became weaker and tapered off to nothing but an occasional wheeze. I stared down at him, watching as his hateful eyes grew dull. Finally, they became nothing but a blank stare.

ELEVEN

Jerzy
I glance over at Mick and he knows I�m looking at him but he turns to stare back out the window. I don�t know what to say and even if I did, I wouldn�t. The old man is gone and there is nothing else to be done. Period. No tears from either of us, but for different reasons, I�m sure.
�I�ll go get the faggot.� My voice is all quivery and fucked up so I fake a cough like that�s what is really wrong.
�All right�yeah,� Mick says. He just keeps looking out that window.
I was able to get the full attention of the little queer with a pissy attitude and a minute later, the prison chaplain comes stumbling in out of nowhere. He must�ve been on standby, waiting for the old man to cash it in. Right away, this bottom-end collared ass starts expressing his bullshit condolences. Bastard looks like an ex-con himself and sounds like a recording. He walks over to the bed and starts saying a few lines quietly.
What a fuckin� joke.
But hey, this is prison. This is Columbia Correctional not St. Anthony�s Cathedral in Cicero right? So, fuck it. Whatever.
Speaking of St. Anthony�s, that is where the old man had told us he wanted it done. He wanted the funeral to be at the same place Mick�s mom was at. He was clear about that, and something else, too. No regular burial for old Gar. He had a big ass problem with that whole rotting in the ground thing. Reminded him too much of prison. He wanted to be burned into ashes as soon as the funeral as over. But he also said closed casket, because he didn�t want a bunch of assholes staring at him.
Yeah, my old man always knew what he wanted.
I see the preacher turn from the bed and he walks slowly over to me and Mick. His head is lowered and he�s all somber and shit. He puts a hand on my shoulder and holds a bible in the other.
I shrug his hand away. �Okay, I can really feel this and everything. This is fantastic, pastor, but now what?� I�m staring bullets at both Pastor Con and the little smartass fag. They�re standing there looking at me like fucking idiots.
�I�m not sure what you�re asking, Mr. Sawyer?� The prison chaplain clears his throat and holds his bible even tighter across his chest like a fucking teddy bear.
�He means, are we done here, and what are the next steps?� Mick chipped in like a translator. �We don�t want to dwell on things. We need to move on.� After a brief pause, he threw in a �Father.�
After the preacher tells us the deal on the body being transported and things like that, we fill out some release papers and then even more paperwork checking ourselves out.
We finally make our way back out of Columbia and into the parking lot.
I can tell Mick�s in a daze, I guess we both are, and he just starts walking away. Then he stops and turns around.
�Well, Jerz, I�ll take care of the arrangements if you want.� His voice is almost friendly. �See you in a couple days at St. Anthony�s.�
I give him my best smart-ass sneer. �You�re coming, huh? Dad would be so pleased.�
His eyes narrow slightly. �Yeah, that�s right, I�m coming. If I have to set the whole fucking thing up for you, I might as well come to the party, too.�
I always knew how to piss him off.
�You were always better than me at that kind of shit, right, Hero? Setting things up, taking care of the details and all that.�
�Yeah, I was,� he snaps. �Speaking of that, Punk, I think that�s your poor mother and aunt whatever the fuck her name is, isn�t it?� He points over my shoulder, then turns and starts to walk away again.
�So, tell me this, Mickey boy,� I call after him. �Sure, you�ll set it all up real nice, take care of everything for your little brother. But you gonna pay for it? Huh? You got any money for this? It ain�t cheap. Huh, chief? You got any money? Any money for anything?�
He looks back over his shoulder at me but keeps walking. �Naw, you got me beat there, Capone.�
Before I could say something back at him, I hear her calling and she�s almost running to me.
�Jerzy, ohhh my boy Jerzy��
She�s all crying and shit, wailing away with fat Aunt Alina waddling along behind her.
�Ma, take it easy. Ma, c�mon now.�
�Oh my beautiful boy, where is he? Where is Gar? Take me to him.�
I look at Aunt Alina hard and shake my head.
�I told you to hurry, Alina.�
�We came right away, Jerzy, as quick as we could. But, well, we got a little lost.� She�s scared, looking at me with her painted on eyebrows all raised up high.
It feels all wrong but I put my arm around my Ma anyway. She�s still crying and puts her trembling hands on each side of my face.
�My Jerzy. My sweet, sweet boy.� She kisses me on both cheeks, then looks at me all weepy and plants some more kisses on me.
�Ma��
�Take me to him, Jerzy.�
�Ma�he�s gone. He died about an hour ago.�
Ania helped me pick out this black suit I�m wearing and it�s a good thing. I hadn�t worn one in years and didn�t know the styles. When I asked her to come with me today she hadn�t even blinked. I�m still not sure why I asked her. Maybe I just wanted somebody else to sit next to me besides just Ma, who was a fucking mess like I knew she�d be. Maybe, just maybe, I really wanted Ania to be with me.
Ania squeezes my hand and I look at her. At this kind of deal, you shouldn�t be thinking what I�m thinking�but damn.
She�s wearing a conservative black dress, a simple gold crucifix necklace and toned down make-up. But damn. She could wear a potato sack and look hot. I look at her some more and swim around in those pale blue eyes for a second. I squeeze her hand back and rub my thumb slowly over hers.
I swear she knows exactly what I�m thinking about. Knows what I�m thinking about, right here in front of God and everybody, if I could get away with it. Right here at my Dad�s funeral.
Jesus. It�s hard to tear my eyes off of hers but I do it and try to think about something else.
St. Anthony is like so many other Catholic churches in Chicago, a three story high ceiling with paintings and clouds up there. Stained glass wherever you look. Gold crosses and Latin. Jesus and Mary everywhere.
I don�t belong here, never did. They use to have to push Mick to church, but with me it was even worse. It was more like dragging my little ass here.
The priest is droning on about something and after we get up from kneeling again, I glance at Mick. He�s in the same pew but down on the other end and he�s staring right the fuck at me.
He could be thinking about those diamond earrings that Dad had told us about. Tell you the truth, that�s about all I�ve been thinking about. Where in the hell were the damn things and how was I going to find them? The old man had been a bittersweet tricky bastard to the end. He told us both about them and that hadn�t been a mistake. Old Gar had always liked fucking with people and that included his two sons.
Then again, Mick might not be looking at me at all. He might be checking out Ania. There is a big part of me that would enjoy the hell out of that. I could only hope he was looking at her and saying �what the fuck�? Be jealous like he should be. Have him wish for it but know that I got something he could never get.
Hero boy had never had any luck with the ladies and I always did, simple as that. Rubbing it in was just natural, you know?
I keep staring back at him and the more I do the more I start to believe he�s thinking diamonds.
Mick had always tried to do the right thing, be the good guy, save the day and all that other good shit. But from what I heard, he also had a long string of fucking hard times when he stopped being a cop.
Here�s what I�m thinking. Shit jobs, no women and no cash helps make heroes like my brother here, very unhappy boys. Makes them think about doing things they would never dream of doing normally.
That�s Mick, though. Me, I got shit goin� on already. I got the money from Patrik and even more coming when I kill that old Russian bastard. But hey, why shouldn�t I get some more with the earrings? Fuck Hero.
I look at the priest now, who�s swinging his incense canister around and the chain on it echoes softly.
I�m not trying to get all deep here but I think I agree with one thing the church preaches. Man is a failed animal. We�re all born with sin. It�s always right there, sometimes on the surface, sometimes down deep. It�s a matter of whether you just go with that and make the best of it, or fight it.
Sooner or later, you sin. You fail. So, I�m thinking Mick has reached that breaking point. I mean, how long can you really keep slinging slop around in the back kitchen of some fucking greasy spoon? No money equals no money, right?
So I can see me maybe playing all nice for awhile. Maybe we�ll even use each other�s help to find those fucking earrings. If so, he�d be planning on a split, no doubt. The fair thing.
Sorry, Mick, but I�ll fuck you over just as sure as I�m sitting here. In the end, I�ll leave you standing there with your dick in your hand like always.
The priest seems to be wrapping this up. Maybe. There�s not too many people here and I�m not sure if anyone is getting up there to say anything or not. I know I�m not. I just don�t know how these things work.
Ma is still blubbering away, so I look away and think about Dad a little. I can�t believe that plain ass casket he�s in. It cost me a small fortune and so did everything else today. It all should be made outta gold for what I paid and it�s not even the good stuff they bury people in.
Down on our knees we go again. I cross myself and look over at Ania.
She�s looking past me now, down the pew. She looks serious, her eyes full of fire. Kind of a �what the fuck you looking at� glare. I follow her gaze over to Mick who turns his eyes back up towards the front.
I�m liking this girl more and more every day. She just knows things instinctively. I told her a little bit about Mick and me earlier, but not that much. I can tell she already don�t like him. She knows he�s a loser.
Then Ania�s ice blues flick back to me with a much softer look. I stare into them again and think about later. Her hip pushes hard against mine.
I look up at the high ceiling and to some who might not know me, it probably looks like I�m praying. To be honest they�d be right. I�m praying for this dentist appointment of a ceremony to be over.

TWELVE

Mick
I went looking for Jerzy and found her instead.
She was all alone at a corner table of the crowded bar, where the after-wake was in full swing. A bright gold crucifix reflected in the dim light of the place. Her pale blue eyes looked up at me with an intensity that I felt straight through to my bones. It was the same fiery look she�d shot down the pew toward me earlier. The thing was, I couldn�t tell for sure if it was hate or desire or something else entirely. I just knew what it did to me.
�Where�s Jerzy?� I asked her.
She continued to look at me, a touch of a smile playing on the corner of her mouth. �He�s around.� She held out her hand. �I�m Ania.�
I reached out. Heat radiated from her fingers when I curled my hand around hers. �I�m Mick,� I told her.
�I know.� She made no move to withdraw her hand. My heart quickened just a little. For a second, I felt like some seventh grader about to ask a girl to dance for the first time ever.
�You know, huh? Jerzy must�ve told you about me, then.� I shook my head. �Don�t believe everything he says.�
She smiled then, and pulled her hand back slowly. �I never believe everything anyone says,� she said. �Keeps me from being disappointed.�
Smart, I thought. Beautiful and smart. What the hell was she doing with Jerzy?
It didn�t matter, though. He�d tire of her after a while, just like all the others. Women were disposable to him, just like empty beer cans. I doubt he ever saw anything special in a woman beyond a nice rack. He was just blind to it. Couldn�t see beyond the physical. That was his weakness.
He sure as hell didn�t know what he had here with this one. Ania. Jesus, even her name was beautiful.
�I�m sorry about your father,� she said, and looking at her, I believed her. She motioned to the chair next to her.
I sat down. �Thanks. We weren�t that close, though.�
�Still, losing a parent is hard. I know. I lost my mother when I was ten.�
�I lost mine when I was young, too.�
�Yeah?�
�Yeah. That�s where we put Gar�s ashes in the columbarium there at St. Anthony�s. Right next to hers.�
She raised an eyebrow. �Jerzy didn�t tell me that.�
I shrugged. �Figures. He always resented her.�
She nodded like that made sense, and I suppose in the law of the jungle, it did. �You two weren�t close?�
�Me and my mother?�
�No. You and Jerzy.�
�Oh.� I shrugged. �Not really. Maybe sometimes. You know how it is with brothers, right?�
�I had three,� she said. �They beat the shit out of each other all week long but if someone out in the neighborhood so much as looked cross-eyed at any one of them, the other two would throw that guy off a rooftop.�
�Tough neighborhood.�
She shrugged. �Same as anywhere.�
�Yeah, well, Jerzy and I weren�t that tight. After my mother died, I ended up living with the old man, Jerzy and his ma. We didn�t actually fight much. It was more of a cold war, you know?�
�Frosty times at the kitchen table?�
�Yeah, mostly. The old man had left my mother for Jerzy�s ma, though he always claimed it was the other way around and that she threw him out. Either way, there was some resentment both ways because of that.�
�I bet.�
�Plus I was older, so Jerzy was always trying to prove he was tougher.�
�Was he?� Her eyes had a playful spark to them.
I smiled a little. �He thought so.�
�And you two never really found out, huh?�
�Nope.�
�Not yet, anyway.�
�Not yet,� I agreed.
We sat and stared at each other for a long moment. I didn�t know for sure what this woman was up to, but when she looked at me with those pale blue eyes, I didn�t care.
After a few moments, she broke the trance. �Jerzy said you were a cop.�
My stomach burned a little. �Yeah. For a little while. It didn�t work out.�
�Did you throw someone off a rooftop or something?�
�Nothing so grand.�
�Not like my brothers, then.�
�No.� I paused. �There was one time that was kind of like that, though.�
�On the force?�
�No, I mean with Jerzy and me. The brothers thing.�
She nodded but said nothing.
�We were both teenagers at the time,� I told her. �I must�ve been maybe fifteen or sixteen, so Jerzy was closer to twelve or thirteen. We went to different schools at the time. I was coming home late one day after school and came across him surrounded by four kids in an alley.�
�Robbing him?�
I shrugged. �To this day, I don�t know. But they were in a circle around him and were shoving him back and forth. Of course, he was going to take on all four of them at once.�
�That sounds like Jerzy.�
�Yeah, well, it was stupid. These kids were closer to my age than his and they weren�t posers from Rochester Heights out slumming or something. These were neighborhood kids, and tough.�
�So what happened?�
�About the time I saw what was going on, the fists started flying. I didn�t even think about it. I just ran down the alley and waded in. They managed to land a couple on him and get him to the ground, so when I got there, they were kicking him.�
�And you rescued him.� It was a statement, not a question.
�Pretty much. I had surprise on my side, so the first one didn�t see it coming. Jerzy had already caught one of them in the nose before they got him down, so that kid was out of commission. The other two must�ve seen what I was bringing because they turned tail and ran.�
�Like Batman you were,� she teased.
�Hey, it was four on one. That�s bullshit. Plus��
�Plus he�s your brother.�
�Yeah.� I nodded. �You get it.�
�Of course I do. I had three brothers, remember?� She smiled warmly at me. �That must be why he calls you Hero.�
�Among other reasons.�
�I�m surprised that didn�t bring you two closer,� she said. �Trial by battle and all that other shit.�
I shook my head. �Actually, it had the opposite effect. He hated me after that for some reason.�
She raised an eyebrow slightly. �Really?�
�Yeah.�
�Why?�
�I don�t know why. Maybe he resented the fact that I had to save his ass. He always had a problem admitting he wasn�t the baddest man in the world, even as a kid.�
She nodded slightly. �I can see that.� Her eyes drifted up and past my shoulder and she smiled a sultry smile. �Hey.�
I turned and saw Jerzy towering over me. I thought he might throw a punch right there for me sitting at his table talking to his girl, but he didn�t. Instead, he had this curious, self-satisfied smile on his face.
�You met Ania, huh?�
�Yeah,� I said.
�Fuckin� beautiful, ain�t she?�
I nodded but said nothing.
Jerzy waved me toward the door. �C�mon, Hero. Let�s talk.� Then he turned and strode away.
I looked back at Ania. Her eyes still smoldered, but now they were on me. �Thanks for the conversation,� I managed to say, then stood.
�Anytime, Mick,� she said. �I�m glad we finally met.�
I cleared my throat. �Me, too.�
Then I turned and followed Jerzy out onto the street.
He stood, rubbing his hands together and blowing onto them. �Colder than a witch�s tit, huh?�
I pulled my jacket closer around me and thrust my hands into my pockets. Jerzy gave the motion a wary glance, then smiled. �Never thought I�d see the day,� he said.
�What day?�
�The Sawyer brothers, standing outside a bar together, shooting the shit.�
His tongue was a little loose. I could tell he�d been slamming them away since the funeral. I�d had a couple of shots myself, but they seemed to draw me into a better focus rather than muddy things up. It wasn�t what I�d wanted, but I was glad for it now.
�What do you want to talk about?� I asked him, getting to the point.
�Aw, come on,� he said. �You know.�
I stared at him and said nothing. If he had a hand to play, let him play it.
�Aw, Christ, Mick. You�re such a tight ass sometimes. You should loosen up.�
�You got something to say or not? Because, if not, I�m leaving-�
�To go where? Huh, Mick? To go where? Back to some shit ass small apartment? To sling hash at some dive? What good is that?�
�Fuck you,� I flared at him. �Mind your own business.�
He laughed. �Atta kid. Show some fire.�
I thought about hitting him right there. He was drunk enough not to expect it. And I was faster. I�d be hitting him the third time before he felt the first one.
How�d that be for some goddamn fire, Punk?
Instead, I stood still and waited for him to finish. Because he was right. I did know where he was going with this.
�Thing is,� he said, �I believe the old man. What he said about the earrings. Do you?�
I nodded shortly. �He had no reason to lie.�
�Not that he ever needed a reason, the old man.� Jerzy laughed. �Still, what he said sounded legit. And you know why he told us both, right?�
�Could be he wanted us to work together to find the diamonds.� I shrugged. �Or knowing the old man, maybe he wanted us to kill each other.�
Jerzy laughed some more, this time more deeply. �Either we make like the fuckin� Hardy Boys or like Cain and Abel. Which do you figure he was hoping for?�
I shrugged. �Six-five and pick �em.�
�Yep.� Jerzy paused, considering. Then he said, �I figure, fuck what the old man wanted, right? I say we find those earrings. Pay back those guys who fucked him over, then sell the ice. What do you say? You and me. Even split.�
I regarded him for a while. He stood easily, that confident, smartass expression on his face. There was an edge there, too. Always the edge. I wondered if I could trust him.
No. Not unless he needed me.
�Why?�
�Why what?�
�Why partners?�
He raised his large hands and waved my words away. �Let�s not get carried away, Hero. �Partner� is a strong word. Maybe it wasn�t for cops, but it is in my world.�
I shrugged. �Call it whatever you want. Why, though?�
Jerzy reached up and scratched the stubble coming in on his chin. �I figure it this way. Maybe the old man is full of shit and he just wants to send us on a wild goose chase, y�know? So he can laugh his ass off from the great beyond.�
�Could be.�
�Exactly.� He pointed at me. �But you probably still have some connections on the cops. You could ask and find out what they�re saying really happened.�
�You�re not back with Patrik?�
Jerzy scowled. �What the fuck do you care about my business?�
�I�m just saying that if you�re back with Patrik, you can�t tell me he doesn�t have connections inside the department.�
Jerzy stared at me, considering. Finally, he said, �Even if I was with Patrik, there�s two problems with using his connections. One, it�d make the cops suspicious. And two-�
�You�d have to share with Patrik.�
Jerzy glared at me. �You�re so fucking smart, why�d you ask the question?�
�Just figuring out where things stand,� I said.
Jerzy didn�t say anything for a long while, then he sighed. �Look, we gotta trust each other a little bit here.�
�Clearly.�
�You�ve got connections still, right?�
�Maybe.�
�Maybe,� he repeated, then shook his head. �Okay, be a cagey motherfucker, then. All I�m saying is that a son asking after some shit that happened with his dad is a lot less suspicious than some outfit guy asking his department mole. This way, we keep the diamonds off of everyone�s radar. �Cept ours.�
I considered. His logic made sense, so I nodded my agreement. �What�s your part?�
He smiled. �I find Jimmy and Speedo. Get a little information there. Maybe some justice for the old man.�
I swallowed. We were at a crossroads. I could keep walking down the road I was on, eking out a living at Eddie�s place or I could make a play here. One shot at enough bank to break out of this town and go start over somewhere else. Somewhere fresh. Maybe with someone special.
Jerzy was watching me. He wasn�t usually patient, but the liquor seemed to make him lay back a little. He waited, rocking slightly on his heels and blowing onto his cold fingers.
I thought of my small, empty apartment.
I thought of the greasy smell inside the diner.
I thought of Ania�s cold blue eyes.
�I�m in,� I said, and Jerzy grinned.

THIRTEEN

Jerzy
The day after Mick and I agreed to work together on our little project, I get right after it.
I�m pretty sure he wasn�t wasting any time, either. When we had our talk about the earrings I could see the hamster wheel in his head spinning like a bastard. I just knew he was going to jump in. He was nowhere right now. His life sucked, plain and simple. That�s a good thing when it comes to motivation and with his connections, there would almost have to be some good scoop he could get.
Too bad he was gonna get screwed in the end, like always. But hey, its shark eat shark in this kind of a deal. Hell, there was even a chance that he might try to screw me but then, he just ain�t built that way. Heroes don�t do that shit.
I started the day with a quick call to Patrik first, though. Plans had changed, he said and it would happen soon, like real soon. Like tomorrow night soon. So, hey not a problem. The way it sounded, I would have the old fuck right out in the open. Give me enough time and I�ll wipe out that whole family of Russian pigs. Should be a walk in the park, in more ways than one.
I followed that up with a quick call to Ania. I was surprised that I even bothered. I knew she�d be there whenever I wanted her, so what am I doing calling like a high school kid, right? On top of that, I�m even more surprised with how good it felt when I heard her voice. That sleepy, come back to bed voice. She�s starting to scare me a little now.
So, I�m on 90 heading west and I�m thinking about all this shit. Sure, I have a few things popping and I�m gonna need to do some serious juggling but it ain�t no shit I can�t handle. I�m gonna kill at least once in the next two days and probably seriously fuck up some others. In fact, don�t bet on that once thing. For this, I�m gonna make some serious cash and that ain�t even including this diamond necklace and earrings, if they�re out there. Let�s not forget the hot woman either. That�s the kind of juggling I don�t mind. I�m gonna take it all.
When I meet Little Jimmy Kerrigan�s son at the Adolpho Cafe in Franklin Park, it doesn�t really surprise me to find out that Jimmy left town one night and never came back. Gone. No hi, bye, fuck you or nothin�. He was always a rat bastard and it was just a matter of time that he would end up missing or dead in some alley.
Paul Kerrigan leans over the table and tells me that�s almost exactly what had happened two years ago. He had a bullet graze his ear as he and Tip Reynolds had bolted out the back exit of the Bullpen. They had been in there drinking at the bar one night. Some guy just walks in as he�s pulling down one of those stocking mask things with the eyes and mouth cut out. He draws his piece and starts blasting. The shooter was just some punk, though, and he missed everything with three shots inside the bar and then missed three more times in the alley.
So, Jimmy and Tip were busting ass down the alley in one direction and the shooter decided this shit wasn�t really worth getting caught, so he busts down the alley the other way.
Tip told Paulie all about it three days later on the phone. Said he didn�t know where little Jimmy went but that he was going to jump town, too.
The whole time Paulie is telling me this he�s hardly taking a breath. Wears my ass out just listening to him. He just keeps rattling on, tells me that the Bullpen is over in Melrose Park, just a block in, off North Avenue. He says for three or four decades, The Bullpen had been a place owned by a succession of retired cops and it was where Chicago�s finest went to drink away the shift they just put in.
�I�m tellin� you, Jerzy, this bar was a money makin� motherfucker if there ever was one.�
Paulie then explains to me that it was a shitty little dive even in its heyday but now it�s ten times worse. That�s because about five years ago, the last two cops to own the place decided to relocate to the North Side and find some better digs. They sold it for way more than it was worth.
It turned out that not only did the new bar owners not know shit about buying a business � they topped that off with not having a clue on how to run a business either. Especially a bar that was about to lose all of its regular customers. Little Jimmy Kerrigan and Speedo Mullins had, almost overnight, failed before they even started.
A couple years and a lot of debt later, Speedo was down in Florida for a little winter time getaway. On Friday of that same week, the punk comes in the bar and starts blasting at Little Jimmy.
Funny how that works, huh?
Paulie says Speedo was definitely behind it while others think it was a loan shark who was owed money � a loan out on the bar that Jimmy didn�t pay. Still others say there was something else going on. At that point, Paulie looks at me all herky jerky, leans in again and says he�s got a theory on that.
So, basically I got a little speed freak sitting here yapping away non-stop and if what he�s saying is true we got some work to do. I got one guy that I can find and the other one might be in San fuckin� Juan for all I know.
Paulie tells me that finding Speedo won�t be hard. He tells me that the weasel fuck will be right there at the old Bullpen all day, every day. Still drunk, still playing pool and still the same shitass he�s always been. Of course, he�s older now, all gimped up and not anywhere close to the hitter he used to be.
Paulie just kept talking, so I just kept pumping the well. He�s speeding so bad I�m expecting his heart to go any minute.
I tell him about Gar dying and how I�m really sorry about his dad disappearing. I just ease right into it. I mean I could give a shit about Little Jimmy, but hey you know, it worked. We got a connection with our dads being gone and I keep at it, all sensitive and everything.
�So what does Speedo have going on? Or what did he have going on besides the shit bar?�
�Jerzy, I really don�t keep up with any of the shit that goes down anymore. I�m totally straight now, I�m trying. That ten year stint almost killed me. I lost ten years of my life for something I never even did. I never did drugs, never bought �em or sold �em. God�s truth.�
Right. Paulie Kerrigan has been selling high grade Colombian snort forever, before and now. I�ve heard his name around a million times.
�Hey, that�s cool, Paulie. I understand that. I wonder about what the hell I�m doing with my life, too, sometimes. So, like, I can see where you�re coming from on that. I don�t want to get you tangled up with anything here. I�m just askin�.
�All right, man, I appreciate that.� He smiled all jittery at me, lit another cigarette and took a long deep pull. Damn near finished the fucker in a single toke.
�I�m just trying to find out what�s going on with that little bastard. He owes a friend of mine some money but I�m trying to keep it under the radar. We never even talked today, you know?�
�I get ya,� Paulie says. �I do know he�s got the money to pay up that debt to your buddy. Speedo, that rat fuck. He�s got my old man�s share of the business, what with him blowing town and all. Ain�t all he�s got either, I�m bettin�.�
�I just never figured him for much.�
He moved in close to me again and dropped his voice. His eyes were so dilated that they looked like black marbles. Paulie was really flying on something, probably some of the smack he sells.
�Hey, okay, like when I was a kid, about ten years ago? Well, maybe, I dunno, shit. Maybe I was like sixteen, seventeen or fifteen. One night, I walk in and I see something I�m not s�posed to. Him and my old man were in the back office of the Bullpen talking.�
�Whaddaya sayin�, Paulie? Like, you saw what a little guy Speedo really is downstairs or what?� I smile at him, take a drag and snuff my cigarette out in the ashtray. I�m all casual and funny.
Five minutes of hushed speed talking later, Paulie finally stops. Told me what he saw, what his dad told him later and a bunch more. I didn�t act one way or another when he told me all that. He ends by saying exactly what he had said at the beginning.
�Speedo�biggest jack wagon there ever was and I know he tried to off my old man.� Then he just shuts down, couldn�t hardly talk anymore. He was done, or the drugs were. Like a runner who just completed the Boston Marathon, it�s all he could do to hold his head up.
I buy him lunch and give him a ride home for his troubles. The poor guy has no car anymore, no driver�s license, no fuckin� nothin. Including balls.
He should have taken Speedo out for trying to whack his dad but I swear the guy�s afraid of his own shadow. I feel kinda bad for Paulie. Kind of.
So, here I am. He is right where Paulie said and I�m on my second beer at the bar. I�m half turned around and watching Speedo gimp and limp around the table chasing stripes and solids. He is playing the stocky tree stump bartender who�d served me. The bartender has seen forty already, maybe even fifty, but he is still put together and looks like he knew his way around. He wasn�t drunk but Speedo was getting there.
The place is a fucking wreck. Evidently Speedo has always smoked cheap ass cigars because this bar will forever smell like them. The Bullpen is dirty, dark, old, and it smells like a fairground toilet.
There are two dinosaurs in here besides me. Two. Afternoon business is obviously big here at the old Bullpen. They�re too drunk to stay on their bar stools. One gave up and he�s standing, doing the slow dance, the old weave and lean. He wouldn�t know his own mother. The other guy has his head on the bar and will slip slide his way down to the floor very soon.
It�s a good time. I drain the Old Style and get up, leaving a twenty on the bar.
�You paid up there, sporty?� Speedo says, looking up at me all bleary eyed and then back at an easy eight ball bank shot to win. He sinks it and then laughs at the bartender.
�Fuck me.� The barkeep grunts, rolls his stick on the green felt and walks back to the bar. Just then, the leaner on his feet proves me wrong and he goes down first. He takes three bar stools with him.
I walk to where Speedo is leaning on the table and stop.
�Yeah, I paid. Left enough there to set a single day sales record for the fucking Bullpen. Look, Speedo, I know you�re just swamped here and everything, but I need to talk to you.�
He is probably mid-sixties and looks early seventies but still has that shitty, fuck you attitude. He doesn�t even look at me.
�Tommy, don�t just stand there like a goof, throw the fuckin� drunk out on the sidewalk.� Speedo stares the bartender down until finally Tommy sighs and shakes his head. He walks over to the drunk and pulls him up to his feet.
Speedo turns to me. �Now, what is it? What the fuck is so important, boy?� He looks at me all bored and shit.
Behind us, there is a shout and another chair goes over. I turn to look and see the drunk has decided it isn�t time to go yet. He throws a slow half punch that misses and hits the bartender in the shoulder.
Tommy hits the guy with a quick upper cut to the jaw but the drunk is somehow still standing.
I start laughing. Can�t help it. It�s fucking hilarious. The bartender shoots me a pissed off look and shoves the bag of shit towards the front door.
�Get the fuck out, Howard.� Another shove but the drunk weaves in and gets him locked in a momentary bear hug.
�Howard, NOW, before I really hurt you.� They keep doing an awkward dance to the door.
Lots of yelling and banging around. Funny shit. I�m still grinning when I turn back to Speedo.
�Take me to the back office, you old fuck.� I say it low but he can tell that I mean it.
He just looks at me, shifts his cigar to the other side of his mouth and keeps chewing.
He says, �Look, asswipe, you don�t talk �.�
I decide to quit fucking around and cut him off, shoving him backwards. It�s a good time to move him with Tommy and the drunk going out the front door together.
Speedo tries to take a step toward the bar but I grab his collar and yank him towards the back hallway.
�Move, Speedo.�
�Look, kid. What�s this about? What�s your name?�
�Sawyer. Name�s Sawyer. That ring a bell?�
His red baggy eyes finally show some spark and his mouth tightens into a thin line. �Whaddya need, kid?�
Another hard shove and we�re at a door marked Private. I try the door and it opens right up. �What I need is for you to get in there.�
I push him all the way to the front of his shit covered desk and shut the office door behind me. I throw the bolt on the door and then lean on it, staring at him. I can still hear shit banging around up front.
�Jesus. You�re Mick, ain�t you?�
�That�s perfect for a dumbass. You couldn�t hit a beach ball with a tennis racket, you know that? You had a fifty percent chance of being right and you�re still wrong.�
�What the fuck is this about? Hell, kid, me and your old man were partners. It�s Jerzy, right? Jerzy, look, I heard about Gar. Bad fucking deal. What can I do here? Whatcha need, kid? Anything, you got it.�
The office is exactly what I would expect. A musty ass old room full of clutter. A collection of shit lying everywhere, papers, ledger books, food, dirty plates. Just like one of them sorry ass hoarders or whatever you call them. The thought crosses my mind that he might also have a gun in here somewhere and I watch his eyes. I don�t really need to but I flip on the over head light switch.
�Listen up.�
He interrupts me right there, though. �Jerzy, look. I�m an old man here. I mean, what the hell? Whaddya want from me?�
�Listen the fuck up, like I said. You got one chance to save your old rotten ass. One chance.� I hold up a finger. �And I promise you that I�m only asking once. Understood?�
He nods at me and he�s probably gonna lie because that�s just who he is, but hey. I do have him spooked, though.
From the other side of the door there are two loud knocks and then two more, louder this time. �Hey, Speedo! You in there?� Tommy yells it, but he don�t sound too concerned.
I nod yes at Speedo and then he watches me reach inside my leather jacket. I pull the Berretta out but hold it straight down along my leg.
He stares at it and then at me.
I cock my head at him, raise my eyebrows up like a smartass and shrug. A silent, �hey, it�s your fucking call, old man.�
�Tommy, sweet Jesus!� he yells �I got a meeting going on in here! What the fuck is it? Get that other drunk out of the bar and then we�ll get started on our inventory when I get done in here.�
�All right, sorry. Just checking. So you want the other guy out too, then, right?�
�What the fuck did I just say, you fucking moron? Do it, we�ll be done here in less than ten minutes if some jag-off bartender will just stop interrupting us.�
�All right, okay. Fuck me. All right, already.� I could hear Tommy mumbling as he walked away.
The old man crossed his arms and leaned back on his desk. �Okay, badass, here we are. Let�s talk.�
�I don�t need talk out of you. I need an answer.�
�I�ll do my very best.�
�Where�s the necklace, old man? And you�d best think hard about what I just said before you answer me. One chance, one time.�
He was staring at me from about five feet away. I could see him thinking but he�s too old, too slow and he knows it.
�Where�s the diamond necklace, the one you fucked everybody on?�
He just looks at me and chews on his cigar.
Silence. He�s thinking about what might happen if he rolls over. Would it save his sorry ass?
�What necklace?� he finally says.
�I guess that I just wanted to see what you�d say, you old asshole.� I raise the gun.
�Wait a minute now, boy.�
It had a suppressor on it and that must have gotten his attention, because he started talking.
When he was done, I tell him to walk me out and sure as shit we come out of the office like old buddies. I leave out the front door but then I duck back in real quick.
�Hey, Tommy, just a heads up. The parking lot out here is filling up with the afternoon rush. Make sure the ice chest is full, all right?�
I just can�t help it sometimes.
Tommy looked at me all confused and shit while Speedo just stares at me, shifts his cigar around and is not amused.
I�m hungry as hell. I�ll hit Ambrozy�s and take care of everything in one swoop. Have one of their steak sandwiches, a couple-three cold ones and check in with Patrik. Get that other little bit of business tomorrow all nice and squared away.
And I�ll see if Ania is around. Can�t forget that. To be honest, she�s pretty much tops on the list. That�s something new for me and that�s a real problem.
As I pull onto the interstate again and head back into the city, I punch in Mick�s number to give him what I got from Speedo � or most of it. Who knows if he just spilled a bunch of bullshit or what. I expect Mick will have something by now too. We�ll throw it all in the stew pot and maybe we�ll make some gravy.

FOURTEEN

Mick
I pushed the cancel button on my phone and slipped it into my pocket. Jerzy wasn�t wasting any time, which was good because the more I thought about finding those diamonds and starting a new life, the more I realized how much I�ve been wasting my time. Or wasting my life. That might be a better way to put it.
The weather was crisp. I sat in the park, my hands in my jacket pockets, but my face turned up to the sun. Meager tendrils of heat radiated down, just enough to tease you into thinking it was going to be a warm day. I knew Chicago, though. The slightest gust of wind off the lake would snatch that warmth away.
Al was late, but that was par for the course. If he was ever on time, it would have been on accident. Fat Italian was late for everything, unless it involved free food. I leaned back, closed my eyes, and waited. While the sun touched my face, I thought about that look that Ania gave me in the church and at the bar. She had something, that one. Probably there was some danger there, too, but all women are dangerous. The ones worth having anyway.
Almost on cue, my phone buzzed. I pulled it out and looked at the screen.
CONNIE, it read.
�What the hell does she want?� I muttered. We hadn�t spoken since the fight at Eddie�s Diner. With all that has been happening, I hadn�t been back to work, so there wasn�t the chance for us to talk. Not that I�d have anything to say to her.
I thought about answering, but then a voice changed my mind.
�Mickey!�
I glanced up and there was Al. He looked older and fatter than last I�d seen him. His sideburns were pure gray and it looked to be spreading up to the rest of his thinning hair. He had a second chin and was now working on a third.
I forced a smile to my face. �Sarge, how�s it going?�
His eyes narrowed slightly at the reference to his rank. �Hey, none of that here. We�re just two guys catching up, right?� He held out his arms to me.
I stood and embraced him. He clapped me on the back with his giant paws. I felt him sweep his hand expertly across my back, looking for a wire.
�Just a coupla guys,� he repeated, then let me go.
We sat down.
�How ya been?� he asked me.
�Getting by,� I said. All of the sudden, I was pissed at him all over again. Pissed that he got me into the jackpot we landed in. Pissed that he let me take the fall, and pissed that he�d come here acting like he�s doing me a favor but no one can even know he�s here. Or that maybe I was wired up and looking to take off his fat, worthless ass for some reason I couldn�t begin to comprehend.
�Ain�t we all,� he said, seemingly oblivious to how I was feeling.
�Well, it can�t be too tough. You don�t look like you�re missing any meals, anyway,� I said, disguising the jab as a friendly tease.
�That�s no lie.� He shook his head ruefully and patted his stomach. �Dangers of a desk job, Mickey. They take you off the street and make you into a house cat, this is what happens.�
�I guess so.�
�You don�t look like you�ve got that problem,� he said, gesturing toward me. �You aren�t as big as you used to be but you look good. What�s your secret?�
�I get exercise,� I said.
�Yeah?�
�Yeah. For starters, I push myself back away from the table once in a while. You should try it. Works wonders.�
He smiled, but there was a shadow there now. He knew I was busting his balls for more than just a how ya been. �I�ll have to check out that program. Sounds pretty simple.�
�Let me know how it goes.�
He nodded, then looked away. While he watched a pair of joggers trot past, he spoke. �I can see this ain�t some kind of reunion or nothing, so whattaya want, Mickey?�
�My dad died.�
Somehow, saying it out loud made it feel different. I actually felt a pang in my chest, though I knew it couldn�t be for the old man himself. Maybe for what he should�ve been. I don�t know.
Al looked back at me. �Jesus. Sorry.� He paused, then added, �I think.�
I shrugged. �It happened, just like everything else. The thing is, he told me some stuff before he went. And I�m kind of curious to find out if it is bullshit or not.�
�And that�s where I come in.�
�You should�ve been a detective,� I said.
�Fuck you. Just fill me in.�
I gave him the rundown on the job the old man pulled, leaving out the part about the earrings. He listened, nodding slightly at the names of Jimmy and Speedo, but he didn�t seem to recognize the heist itself.
�Little Jimmy fucking Kerrigan,� he mused. �That�s a blast from the past.�
�What�s his deal?�
Al took a deep breath and thought about it. �He was barely a cut above half-assed, if I remember right.�
�You think he�d be able to move merch like that?�
�Anybody can move anything. Whether he could get what it was worth or not?� Al turned the corners of his mouth down and gave a little shrug. �Who can say? If he even ended up with this necklace you�re talking about.�
I didn�t answer. If Jimmy didn�t have the necklace, we�d cross that bridge when we got to it. �You think you know where he is?�
�I maybe got an idea or two. Let me check on it, though.�
�And you never heard of this jewelry rip?�
He shrugged again. �It ain�t ringing a bell. But sometimes those museum heists, they keep quiet about it.�
�Why?�
�Why shouldn�t they? Insurance pays off either way.�
�That seems a little defeatist.�
�Huh?�
�Giving up too easy,� I said. �These are crown jewels we�re talking about.�
�Just because they belonged to some princess doesn�t make them crown jewels.�
�Still.�
�Still nothing,� Al said. �Insurance pays off. What does anyone care?�
�The insurance company cares.�
He nodded and wagged a knowing finger at me. �Right you are. But they don�t want too much noise, either. You can only move that kind of shit in certain circles. They make too big a fuss about it, the fences get nervous. Nobody buys the loot, and then the insurance investigators can�t find it. But if they keep quiet about it, it�ll turn up and those investigators can run it down.�
�When did you become such an expert?�
�I�m not,� Al said. �But like I told ya, they�ve got me on desk duty at the precinct. I�m up in the detectives� floor. I see how cases run, including insurance jobs.�
�Looks like I called the right guy, then.�
He snorted lightly. �Who else you gonna call, Mickey?�
�Harris maybe.�
�That fucking mope? He�d never return your call. He�s lucky to be off traffic duty since our little dust-up.�
�Well, I guess it doesn�t matter, since you�re so Johnny on the spot.�
He was quiet for a little while, looking at me with inquisitive eyes. I knew the question he was asking himself, but I wasn�t about to give him the answer.
Finally, he said, �I�ll find out about this for you, Mickey. I don�t even want any piece of whatever action you got going. But after I give you this, we�re done. The books are balanced between us. Capisce?�
I thought about it. One piece of information for all the days I spent in jail? For all the damage to my chances at a good life? For saving his ass and his pension? It wasn�t even close.
Still, I needed this. And if it panned out, I�d be long gone, living a new life somewhere else. California, maybe. At that point, what the fuck did I care about Al the wop cop back in Chicago?
He kept staring at me. The son of a bitch knew me well enough to know that if I gave my word, I�d keep it. He�d already seen that firsthand. So he was waiting, and I knew he�d accept nothing less.
�Okay,� I said. �You give me a location on Jimmy Kerrigan and the report on this jewelry heist, and we�re quits.�
�I want your word, Mickey.�
�I just gave you my word.�
He shook his head. �No. Swear it. Like before.�
I took a deep breath and let it out. �Fine. I swear it.�
�The whole thing,� Al pressed.
I gave in. �I swear it on my mother. There. You fucking happy?�
He actually smiled. �Yeah, I am.� He slapped me on the shoulder. �Get back to you in a day or so.�
�You better.�
He laughed out loud. �Don�t go all gangster on me, Mickey. It don�t fit you.� He stood up. His smile faded and he gave me a curious look. �You know, you was never one of us, right, Mickey? Never a cop. Not for real.�
I didn�t answer him. After a minute, he turned and walked away like he didn�t know me.
Connie picked up on the second ring. �Mick?�
�What do you want?�
She started crying on the phone, and I couldn�t understand her.
�Where are you?� I finally asked.
�Your apartment.�
Shit. I forgot she knew where I hid the spare key.
�All right. Wait there.�
I hung up, then dialed again.
�Talk,� Jerzy�s thick voice said on the other end of the line.
�My guy is going to get back to me in a day or two.�
�On Jimmy or the job?�
�Both, I hope.�
Jerzy grunted. Brilliant conversationalist, my brother.
�I�ll let you know when I know,� I said.
Jerzy hung up without saying goodbye.
I put my phone in my pocket.
You was never one of us.
Yeah, Al, you�re right. That�s the problem, though, isn�t it? Never completely one of the good guys, but too loyal not to take the honorable fall. Too much of a hero to be one of the bad guys, but no other way to find the good life.
So who the fuck was I?
Good question.
In a few minutes, I�d start toward whatever bullshit Connie had waiting for me at my apartment. But for now, I sat. I closed my eyes again and felt the faintest bit of heat wash down from the sun.
Who the fuck is anyone, really?

FIFTEEN

Jerzy
The Ambrozy Club has some people in it already, even though it�s only five or so. There are some old Polacks, most of which I know by name and a lot of them have been coming here since old man Dudek opened the place. They�ve been here since noon and will be gone by five-thirty. There are also some blue collar fools who actually work for a living and they�re getting the nightly drunk on a little early.
And, of course, there is the hottest bartender that this joint had ever had. Ania is down on the other end of the long bar and some other goof is working down here where I�m at.
I sat here on purpose though, because sometimes I just like to watch people from a distance. Tells you things you might not always notice up close. One thing is for sure, she�s good from any distance.
Now, the trouble is with this time of day, along with these people who actually work for a living, I�m sitting next to two little twinks who pose for a living. See, Patrik�s clientele is changing a little bit. He�s been trying to add customers from a little higher rung on the social ladder. These two assholes are part of the trade-off you have put up with when you try to do the upgrade thing. They�re ruining my golabki and beers with their little prissy ass chatter.
Both are late twenties, nice suits and ties loosened up like they just dug a ditch or something. They are no doubt relaxing after a terrible, backbreaking day of overseas video conference calls with Paris or some such bullshit. Cell phones are, of course, on the bar in front of them and they�re both drinking some bullshit beer from fucking Portugal.
I can also hear them talking about Ania.
�Whoa. Nice piece of ass working the bar down there,� the lead stud says and then elbows me too. He doesn�t even look at me while he�s talking.
�Come in here much?� I look over at him and take my last bite.
�Yeah, that�s hot,� he says and he�s still looking at her. �That�s real hot.�
�Hey.� I say to him and take my last swig of beer.
The guy leans over to his little boyfriend and says something I can�t hear. They both laugh.
�Man, I�d like to spin that around, huh?� I hear the other say.
�Hey.� I turn sideways to him.
He sighs real loud, all put out like and finally turns around to face me.
�What? What the fuck do you want, man? What is your specific need, dude?�
Like he�s just too damn busy to be bothered.
�Next thing you say to me better be I�m sorry.�
He looks at me, blinks, not sure what he just heard.
�That�s mine down there.� I nod toward Ania, who�s shaking up a drink for somebody.
He really looks hard at me now and pushes his bar stool back a little.
�Sit the fuck down, Nancy,� I tell him �Take it easy before you do something really, really stupid.�
His buddy leans backwards and looks at me around his partners shoulder. His eyebrows are all bunched up like he�s DeNiro or something. I catch his eye and the wannabe badass just turtles up and leans back, looking straight ahead.
�Doesn�t change the fact that she has a nice ass, though, right?� My guy holds his hands up off the bar like it�s a robbery. �Hey, you�re a lucky guy. I just wish I was tapping that.� He�s grinning and he�s also scared shitless. The puke is trying hard to salvage some sort of face, but the corners of his mouth are all twitchy.
I just keep staring at him.
�Okay, look man, no problem. No harm, no foul.� Then he starts nodding and takes a drink of his imported beer. Dribbles a little bit of it down his chin, wipes it off quick and then takes another drink. He�s looking straight ahead now too and he�s still nodding to himself.
�Listen, really, we�re good here,� he says quietly.
�We�re good here?� I laugh a quick bark. �No, no, I don�t think so. See, I�m in here all the time. I see you again, there won�t be any cute talk.� I give him a shrug and smile. �So, like, get the fuck out�now.�
He doesn�t say anything to that but he sure is listening real close.
I lean in.
�That, ass face, is my specific need.�
He gets up slowly, digs his wallet out and puts some money on the bar. Then he acts like he�s checking messages on his fucking Blackberry and puts it in his pocket. He straightens his suit a little and looks over to the other guy who looks like he�d rather be anywhere else right now.
�Let�s get going, Chris. We�ve got to be downtown by six and I don�t want to be late for that dinner. Going to hit the john and we�re outta here.� He walks off to the restrooms.
My bartender already has a new beer in front of me. I look down at Ania and she finally sees me. I tip my bottle at her and flash my best smile. I get up and start to head down the bar towards her but I change my mind. Just for the hell of it. It won�t take a minute.
One other customer is in there and he zips up, goes to the sink. My guy finishes, turns and bang he�s looking right at me. Three feet away. His eyes get big and I hit him hard, right the fuck in the nose, then take a little quick step to the side for a good angle.
He already sounds like a little girl but I pop him another good one on the side of the head, right on the ear. Down to one knee he goes. His nose is leaking bad, blood streaming through his fingers. Fat red splatters on the tile floor already. I take a step back so I don�t get any of that shit on me.
�The fuck�s going on?� The older guy combing his hair at the mirror says, looking at me in the reflection.
�Fucking gay bastard,� I say. �We don�t need them in this bar. Just making sure he don�t come back.�
My boy is all whiny and shit. Standing now but bent over at the waist and moaning with both hands to his nose.
The guy at the sink shakes his head and shoves the suit sideways on his way out. �Fucking faggots are worse than shines these days. They�re everywhere. Like it�s fucking L.A. or something.� The old boy goes out, still muttering.
�Stand up straight, pussy,� I tell the twink.
He does but he�s still got his hands on his face.
�Look, I�m leaving, okay?� His voice is muffled and all quivery.
�Not okay.�
His eyes go back and forth and he�s thinking what to say and how to get the fuck out of here.
I still don�t say anything.
�Wha�What do you want, man?�
�You forgot to say you�re sorry. Then asshole, and only then, will we be good here.�
�Hey, how�s my girl doin�?�
�Hey yourself. I was wondering how long you were going to keep sitting down there. Playing hard to get?� She gives me a wink, blows some hair out of her face and hooks a loose strand of that gold back behind an ear. The blond ponytail look has never been worn better.
�You were too busy. I didn�t want to interfere with the help. Patrik wouldn�t appreciate that.� I smile again and sit down right in front of her. As I�m saying that I realize what she had just said. She had been watching me watch her. Dangerous girl. I add that to the restroom scene just now. Acting like I�m some high school quarterback defending the prom queen�s honor. Shit, this was getting way out of hand. Next thing you know, I�ll be sending her fucking Hallmark cards.
Ania throws the bar rag over her shoulder and kind of hops up, leaning over the bar as far as she can up on her elbows.
�Oh, I think it�s a little late to be worried about you interfering with me, don�t you, big boy?� The smile she gives me this time is sly, nice and dirty.
She laughs quietly and takes my hand � the one that hurts like a bastard now, and gives me a little squeeze.
She�s still got that �come to me� smile but slides slowly backwards and does the little hop thing back to the floor. It�s all I can do not to jump right over the bar after her. At this point, I don�t give a rat�s ass how out of control this is getting, or how dangerous to my business I think she might be, or how this is not the way I usually roll with women.
Here�s the deal. It is what it is, and I�m about half hooked already by her. I admit it and I don�t care.
She�s pouring a Michelob draft now and looks back at me over her shoulder. �I�m off early tonight. Around ten or so.�
She sets the beer in front of a poor guy two stools over. He�s doing his damnedest not to look at those jeans as she walks back to the register. The tortured asshole gives me an embarrassed, forced smile and shakes his head.
�I don�t know, babe. Sorry but I�m really busy these days. I�ll probably have to call you in a couple weeks.� I can�t believe I�m doing this cutesy, lovey bullshit, but I am.
�Is no problem. I find something else to do.� She pouts and shrugs. I realize she�s laying on the Polish accent pretty heavy again too. Jesus.
�All right, you win. Ten it is, but my schedule is pretty full.�
I finish my beer and walk over to the end of the bar. She comes over and I put an arm around her waist pulling her up tight to me for a second. Real tight. She puts a hand casually on my hip and smiles up at me again.
�We gonna do something right here, right now?�
�Hey, it�s your call. The tips would probably be really good after that.�
�See you at ten. Are you leaving, leaving?�
�Nope. The boss in back?�
�When is he not?�
�I�ll see you later. I�ll be around.�
As I walk towards the back, I�m thinking about her and the money and us together and a bunch more. It�s all good. Better than good.
I come up casually on a couple of big bruisers just inside the first hallway off the kitchen. Both are wearing sport jackets that are tight across the chest and arms. I can tell both have guns under those jackets too. One of them, the same blond crew cut ape, recognizes me from the other night I think.
�I�m Jerzy. Patrik is expecting me.�
He nods at me nice enough but holds up one very large hand as a stop sign.
He leaves to check with Patrik and the other guy stays with me. Not quite as big as crew cut but definitely put together. His chin is up a little, he�s got an attitude. A jagged, rocky face. Definitely Eastern European. He doesn�t say a word just looks back down the dark hallway, but he keeps a parrot eye on me. Crew cut comes back quick, nodding his head yes to his buddy and we all do the escort thing down the hallway maze.
Another guy walks toward us as we make the final corner that leads to Patrik�s office. Right away this guy gets my attention. Small wiry guy, ageless type. Could be thirty or fifty. You know, one of those guys. Age doesn�t really matter though, because he�s giving off that certain something that some do as he walks by. It�s like a �this is the day you�re gonna die� feeling. Not him, you. Cops and criminals both know this vibe. It has nothing to do with big, strong, threats or ass kicking. He would have gotten Mick�s attention too, guarantee you that.
He�s wasting no time, looking straight ahead and his eyes�shit, his eyes are just fucking dead. Black. No soul. Like a shark. Tough looking little fucker. Lethal.
Could be a nobody, I suppose. Could be a soldier or a pissed off coke runner that just had to pay too much of his share. Could be somebody wanting in, or the fuck out, of Patrik�s organization. Who really knows, right? Then again, he might be the poor sap from the west coast who doesn�t know he�s being set-up to take the fall for this hit tomorrow. He did have the right eyes for that.
We get to Patrik�s office and crew cut turns to me.
�I will check you now.�
�Say what?�
�Put hands high in the air.�
�I have a gun, but I have no wire.�
�Of course you do. No problem, I will give back.�
I�m really not liking this at all now, but the money at the end of this game is calling my name.
I�m looking at him and he�s looking me.
�Mister Jerzy? Hands high, please. Right now.�
Ah, what the fuck. If this wasn�t Ambrozy�s though, no fuckin� way do I do this.
�Sure thing, but watch the patting down. Don�t get me excited okay? Always had a thing for crew cuts.�
It�s a waste of a good smart ass line on this guy, who doesn�t get it, but I couldn�t help it.
�Good. Yes, that�s good. Mr. Dudek�s orders.�
He knows what he�s doing and does a pretty damn good check for a wire, considering he�s got hands like bear paws. Takes my Beretta and steps away.
Then he knocks on the door twice and says in a deep voice, �Patrik, Sawyer jest tutaj.�
�Wchodza.�
There�s a long buzzing and the door makes a heavy thwack sound.
Crew cut opens the door and stands to the side.
Patrik Dudek is sitting behind his desk and he ain�t smiling. All business. There will be no shits, grins and Belvedere this time but a half bottle of Makers Mark was in front of him. So, I mean hey, that works.
�Jerz! Come in here and drink with me.�
I smile at him and light a cigarette.
�Can�t do it, Patrik. I only drink with friends.�
�Haaa!� He stands and comes around the desk chuckling but there is no happy shit in this room.
I hold my lighter up.
�I can�t believe he let me keep this. And I want my fuckin� gun back too. What is with this code red airport security bullshit? Am I getting on a Polskie Jet here or what?�
Patrik shakes his head back and forth, wags his finger at me.
�I mean, I�m gone a couple days and this place has turned into some kind of fortress.�
�Ah Jerz, you have always been funny. I love you for that.�
He gives me the hug and points to a chair.
�These are dangerous times, my old friend.� He looks pale and haggard.
Every time I sit down with Patrik, we seem to get stone drunk and smoke a fucking carton of cigarettes.
Except this time. This time, we sip slow and careful because there is some very serious shit that needs to be gone over. After about twenty minutes of the normal casual fluff, he gets that spooky ass look in his eyes. The look that I just can�t and won�t ever trust.
�So. Jerz. We must talk very seriously. I called you and said our timeframe is shorter than expected. We have to move even quicker than what we thought.�
�Old Viktor ain�t fucking around, huh?�
�Viktor Skansi has come to get his business back and he wants belated revenge for his son, Bogdan. He doesn�t know that you did his son, might not know you at all, but he knows we did it.� He stabs his chest with a finger.
�Fuck that old Russian dog and his dead son.�
�Agreed, but we�ve heard things the last few days. Things that suggest we need to act very quickly, before they get us. Before they get me. It has come to a boil. I lost two more good men last night while they were sitting in their car doing surveillance. They had been checking on who was coming and going at a tea room on Division. Some of Skansi�s top men were meeting.�
�Are they coming for you, Patrik?�
Patrik ignores my question. �Time is short. We hit him now.� He holds up his index finger. �Hit him, that is the key. The head of the snake, no?�
�So, give me this plan for tomorrow or I�ll go on my own again and whack the old fucker tonight.� I smile at him but he doesn�t smile back.
�Jerz, this is serious. This is very dangerous thing. We both could get killed tonight, tomorrow or the next day. In different ways, but we both could go down. Rozumieja?�
�C�mon, of course I understand. It�s me here, Patrik. I ain�t some stupid ass kid. I just hate those fuckers, that�s all.�
�As do I, my friend. But this won�t be like hitting his crazy ass son.�
�I�m a big boy, Patrik. Don�t worry about this. It�ll get done, just tell me the deal.�
He pours another couple of fingers for me and puts out his cigarette. �Okay, so then. Do you know Smith Park?
�Sure, yeah. West Side. Where they always hold the Ukrainian Festival in August. Over on Grand Avenue, couple blocks south of Chicago Av.�
�Yes. That is the place. Lots of trees, hedges and walking paths. When Viktor Skansi moved back here, we didn�t know where he was at first, but have found out he�s staying at his oldest daughter�s house on Northwestern.�
�I think I know that house, too. The one Bogdan lived in for awhile, before I shot his ass, that is.�
�Yes.�
�A few blocks away from the park.�
�Yes. Almost every evening since he got back, he goes for a walk with his wife in that park. We have watched them for two weeks. Six o�clock sharp. This time of year the sun has gone down but there is still light.�
�So that�s the where and the when, right?�
�Yes, we have decided to do this.�
�First, there is no we. I�m doing it. Which means, there is no try to it. Done deal. Count it.�
�I appreciate your confidence and tenacity, Jerz, but keep listening to what I tell you.�
�Okay, okay, I�ll shut the fuck up for a second.�
�The old man is never alone. Never. This evening walk, only fifteen minutes or so, is lightly guarded, though. I think he wants it that way. It�s an escape outside for him and he feels safe in the Ukrainian neighborhood, of course. It is our best bet for this.�
His eyes bore into me even more now.
�One man walks with them about twenty feet in front and one man walks in back about the same distance. Another man is stationed in the middle of the park at the fountain, where the walking paths meet and circle around it. Like spokes on a wheel. Small park, but many trees and shrubs.�
He lights another cigarette and keeps going. I keep quiet.
�They walk slow. They are old. The wife, she is in a wheelchair. Has been for five or six years now and she cannot stand up at all as far as we know. You will have two men at your disposal. Utilize and position them however you wish. Skansi enters from the east side of park, circles the fountain and then heads back to the car at same place he came in.� He stares at me for a second, then asks, �So, Jerz, any questions yet?�
�I don�t want help, Patrik. I work best alone and they�ll fuck it up for sure. No two men.�
He bangs his fist on the table right out of the blue. Surprises me, but I try not to show it.
�NO! Not this time, my friend. You will have my two best. Very loyal, very professional and they will do exactly what you tell them. This will not be negotiated between you and I. They might very well save your ass. Make no mistake, if necessary, they will die to make sure you accomplish this.�
He unclenches his fist and reaches for the glass in front of him. He takes the last sip and I notice his hand is shaking. I stare at him for a moment longer. �Okay, Patrik. We�ll play it your way. I don�t like it, but okay.�
�Good.� His voice is calmer now, but no less intense. �Now, these two men will meet you at the Marriott Courtyard at West Division and Kedzie. It�s ten minutes from the park. Noon, in the lobby. In their room, you can discuss in more detail how this will go down. They will have a gun that you will use and then discard. They have a map of the park and surrounding streets and alleys, like this one.�
He pulls open a drawer and slides out a folded map, then hands it to me. �They will do exactly what you say, Jerz. Good men. One of them, Andros, he let you in here today. The other, Dobry, almost as good and just as loyal.�
He stands now and walks around to me, then leans against his desk and crosses his arms.
�I�m as tired of talking as you are tired of listening, eh? The plan itself, how you do it, how you kill him, that is your design. I wish you luck, my przyjaciel.�
I stand up and we do the hug.
�Patrik, easy. It�ll be a walk in the park.�
This time there is a little smile from him.
�That was a really bad joke, Jerz. Even I think that one was bad.�
�Yeah, well, I couldn�t help it. Hey, just a couple of quick last questions though.�
�Sure.�
�Nobody is off limits here, right? The old lady, you don�t have a problem, right?�
�There should be no witnesses. No one is off limits. Period.� He�s staring a hole through me as he says it.
�Okay, got it. What about the poor bastard who is going to go down for this in my place? Is he here and will you just give him up to the Russians or what?�
�He is here in Chicago and people know he�s with us, but not exactly what for, of course. He is waiting for what he thinks will take place early next week. After the hit tomorrow evening, the hotel where he is staying will be leaked. He�s dead already. He just doesn�t know it yet.�
�Hopefully he�s not waiting it out at the Marriott Courtyard.�
Patrik liked that one better and I got a laugh out of him. �Ha! Just like you to think of that. No, he is not at that location.�
I decide not to ask about the guy in the hallway, though. It probably was the fall guy but better to just tuck that one away for now.
�All right, well, last thing, I guess. Since you won�t be paying the guy from the west coast, you can pay me. Where and when will that little transaction take place?�
Another soft chuckle from Patrik.
�Ah yes, I almost forgot. My men will have the two hundred thousand dollars for you in the hotel room tomorrow at noon. All in one hundred dollar bills. You can stay in that room for a week afterward if you want to. It will be prepaid and my men will no longer be there.
�Patrik, I think that�s all I need. I�m good to go.�
�One more small drink, Jerz. We will toast our long friendship, partnership, eliminating our enemies and money.�
He gurgles some more Makers into our glasses.
�Oh! And to women, huh? I will let your Ania off earlier than ten tonight but have fun early � you need your rest.�
I laugh and he laughs.
I look at him and drink and he does the same.
This is what I don�t like with the woman thing. I don�t like being predictable and dependant. Having people know everything about what I�m doing.
We laugh one more time.
And once again, I�m thinking that Patrik is one of those guys you just don�t want to be playing with. Playing for or against. But I guess for is better.

SIXTEEN

Mick
Morning light streamed in through the east window and splashed across Connie�s sleeping face. Her hair was snarled up like a dirty bird nest on the pillow and across her eyes. She let out little wheezy snores through her mouth, which hung open like she was surprised at something. She lay on her stomach. The blanket only covered her from the waist down, so I could see the ugly bruises on her kidney. A shadow of another bruise was barely visible on her mashed breast.
I sat in a chair near the bed, looking at her. I tried to conjure up whatever those feelings had been just a few short days ago, before Steve came back. Before the old man died. Before Jerzy and these fucking diamonds came along.
Only I didn�t feel that way about the diamonds. They were what I was hungry for, in a way I used to hunger for Connie.
I stared down at her tousled hair and parted lips and felt�nothing.
Almost nothing.
It hadn�t been that way last night. Once I got back to the apartment, she�d blubbered out the tale of Steve getting drunk and gambling away most of his pay. That�d given him a reason to get even more drunk. When she asked him about it, he threw her a beating.
Smart, though. Even for a drunk loser. He hit her where it would hurt, but not show. At least, not in public. And the kind of women Steve chose were the kind who wouldn�t be telling anyone in public about an ass-kicking. Maybe not anyone at all. They were the kind who would wait with bated breath for him to come around with flowers and a sheepish apology. Make them feel special.
After she showed me the bruises and cried some more, things shifted gears. She went from wanting comfort to wanting me. At first, I didn�t have a ton of interest. I figured, why buy into problems I don�t need? Especially now. She�d just go back to him when he decided to apologize. Or when he rolled back into town again with another thick wad of pay in his pocket.
But I let it happen. In fact, I plowed right into it with vigor. That sparked her even more. She was a frantic wildcat and we summarily fucked each other�s lights out.
But it wasn�t her face I saw.
It was Ania�s.
In the dim light of my apartment last night, it had been easy for that fantasy to take hold. Now, in the hard, bright light of morning, I saw Connie for who she was.
Nothing special. Not the someone I thought I might be able to make something with. Just Connie.
And trouble.
If I was Jerzy, I�d probably just shrug it away. Tell Connie to fuck off and solve her own problems. Then go find Ania and get busy in that direction. And I had to admit, that sounded like a great solution, but there was something stopping me.
Call it conscience, call it duty, call it a sense of honor, but I always believed it�s the only thing that separates us from the goddamn animals. If I�d told Connie to get out of my apartment as soon as I walked in last night, I might be able to live with that. But once I bedded her? Well, that was like the consecration of an unspoken promise.
Wasn�t it?
The coffeemaker gurgled across the room in my tiny kitchen. I got up and walked over to get a cup. As I poured, I wished for the thousandth time that I had Jerzy�s sense of the world. He was his father�s son and I was my mother�s son, and that was that. Did it make me weaker than him? Better than him? Or just different?
Without really thinking about it, I reached for a second cup and set it beside the coffee pot. Connie would be awake soon.
In for a penny, in for a pound.
Goddamn it.
I sat down to drink my coffee. After a minute or two, I turned my chair away from the bed and toward the morning light. The bright dawn washed over my face with a brittle warmth. I soaked it in.
I sat there until my cup was almost empty, then heard a rustle behind me. A few moments later, her hand settled on my shoulder. Her cheek pressed against mine from behind. I smelled her sour breath when she spoke.
�Hey, lover,� she rasped.
�There�s coffee,� I said.
She kissed my neck, then sauntered over to the counter. One of my shirts now hung down past her waist and cover the top of her ass.. I watched her pour a cup. I thought I�d never get tired of that body, but the curve of her hip and the way her thighs tapered toward her knees didn�t have the same pull it did just a short time ago. My eyes were drawn up to where my shirt covered the splotched bruising just above her waist.
Connie finished pouring and turned around. She sipped her coffee, giving me a playful look over the brim of the cup. It was part romantic, part lustful and two weeks ago, it would have pulled me in with the gravitational force of a collapsing star.
This morning, though?
It made me sigh.
Connie�s eyes narrowed. �What�s wrong, baby?�
I shook my head. �Don�t call me that.�
She walked purposefully toward me, putting just the slightest sway into each step. �What�s wrong?� she repeated.
I leaned down and set my cup on the floor. Then I looked up at her. �I can�t do this, Connie.�
�Can�t what?�
�Do. This.�
She pressed her lips together, anger and pride flashing across her features. She took a drink of her coffee, then looked down at it like she was considering throwing the entire cup in my face.
�You didn�t seem to have any problem last night,� she said, an edge creeping into her voice.
Yeah, I thought. But I wasn�t fucking you. Not really.
�You came here,� I said instead. �You were the one who came here.�
She scowled at me. �It takes two to tango, Mick.�
I nodded. �It does. But somebody has to lead.�
Her expression seemed to hover for a moment between hurt and anger. Hurt won out and tears sprang to her eyes. �I thought we had something. I thought � �
�No, you didn�t,� I interrupted. �I was a play thing while Stevie boy was away. Then I was inconvenient when he came back. That�s how it was for you. And now that he�s graduated to smacking you around, I�m somehow the answer to your problems.�
�Well, what was it for you?� she said, angrily brushing tears aside. �If you�re so goddamn smart, answer that.�
I shook my head. �It doesn�t matter what it was for me before. What it is now is what matters.�
She fell silent. I watched while she took a deep, wavering breath and let it out. She wiped her eyes some more, but the tears kept coming.
I wondered why she picked me. She was a nice looking woman. She could�ve picked any number of guys for the absentee boyfriend dance. I was no prize. So why me?
But I knew the answer. She picked me as part of the same fucked up reasons she picked Steve. It was all part of the drama she felt compelled to play out over and over again. Be the victim, be rescued, be reconciled. It was all drama and that was the fuel her engine ran on.
So, did I owe her? Because she came to me and I fucked her? She fucked me, too. Did that mean she owed me?
Connie dumped her coffee down the sink and stalked to the side of the bed. I watched as she gathered up her clothes from where they�d been tossed aside last night.
Did I owe her?
Maybe. But I was tired of that bullshit. Tired of owing. Tired of duty. Tired of living between two worlds.
Time to pick a side.
I stood up. She didn�t notice. I grabbed her by the wrist. She shot me a glare and pulled away. But I didn�t let go. I jerked her toward me, reached out with my other arm and enveloped her. She gave me a moment of token resistance, but when I grabbed her hair and snapped her head back, she stopped.
She stared up at me, her breath coming in short, trembling gasps. Her eyes were full of fear, of hate, of lust, of satisfaction.
�I�ll help you,� I said.
And I would. But not for her. For me. Because maybe Stevie boy needed his ass kicked. More than that, because I needed to win. Even if the big prize wasn�t Connie. Even if the real devil wasn�t Steve. It would work for some batting practice. And it was time to start winning on all fronts.
I kissed her, and goddamned if she didn�t turn into a wildcat again.

SEVENTEEN

Jerzy
The morning is clear and brisk as I come out of the apartment entryway. I walk to my car and my stomach is growling like a bastard. I�m heading to Joe Campo�s, a great little place to get a coffee and a little breakfast.
I didn�t sleep worth a damn, as usual. Dreams of running, can�t get away, that kind of shit. All the rest about last night, though? Oh, that had been just fine.
As I open the car door and start to get in, I happen to look up at her little third floor bay window and Ania is standing there, looking down at me.
She�s holding a blue robe loosely around her and even from this distance, I�m looking to see if I can get a glimpse of pleasant valley. Damn if I don�t think about climbing the steps right back up there. Just for a minute. Or an hour.
I tried to sneak out of her place before she even woke up. No kissy kiss good morning with breakfast on a tray. I mean, that just ain�t happening, not for anybody. Then again, I guess if it was to happen, she�d be the one.
She�s sleepy and has that �where the hell am I� look on her face, but then she waves slowly and gives me a weak grin. Damn.
I wave back and give her a big smile. For a minute I�m just like little Johnny boyfriend saying goodbye until another date tonight. Johnny, who can�t stand to leave his sweet Susie, not even for a second.
But hey, last night had been what I needed to get smoothed out and leveled up. Some athletes say that before the Super Bowl or a big game or whatever, they don�t have sex for two weeks. They say they are hungrier, angrier and meaner that way.
Well, I say bullshit. That may be good for them and all but this isn�t about playing no fucking football game today. I�m killing people today. She was exactly what I needed.
After about three mugs of coffee, three eggs and sausage patties at Campo�s, I�m good to go. And hash browns. Yeah, I had some greasy hash browns too.
I go back to my little shack apartment for the shit, shower and shave routine. I square my things away, pack what I want to take with me. Just a small gym bag. I�m taking some clothes, cash and some other stuff just in case I�m either on the move or hunkered down for awhile. You just never know with something like this, how things are going to go down and all.
I lightly clean my berretta although it doesn�t really need it. She always goes with me. I don�t care if I�m using their piece for the deal or not. I will have my gun too. That�s just the way it is.
A short drive and I pull into the hotel parking lot, going around to the side of the building. It�s just now eleven and I have an hour to spare. Sliding down in the seat a little, I look straight ahead at the concrete wall of the building and smile.
I�m getting that familiar early killing buzz, but it�s all about keeping that energy stowed until later. It�s low level right now and it�s good. I�m relaxed, calm and smooth but I can still feel that tension.
I look in the rear view mirror at myself and smile again, knowing this is the right kind of tension. Keeps me sharp, I see all and hear everything. I react and just do it.
I leave the bag in the car, light a cigarette and walk around to the hotel�s front door. I smoke and walk slowly with my hands in my pockets. Newspaper under one arm, casual, like I�m just another goof that stayed at the Marriott Courtyard last night.
Inside, there is mini lobby and a little breakfast nook for people to get a stale bagel and a banana or some shit. I walk to the coffee canisters they have setup over in the corner and get a cup.
I smile at the old Mexican gal that is busy cleaning up everything after the continental breakfast. Then I stroll over to the main desk clerk who is busily typing away at his little keyboard. He�s young, got his hair all slicked back and I can just tell he hates this place. He thinks he�s better than this shit. He should be downtown at the front desk of the Conrad, on the Magnificent Mile.
I stand there for a minute.
He types away, pulls out a drawer, looks at something, and goes back to typing.
I take a sip of my coffee and then lean over the fake marble counter.
�Could I get a late checkout? I know that it�s only eleven fifteen but can I have until twelve thirty?�
�Sorry. Checkout at noon.� Type, type, type.
�All right. Thanks, anyway. The room was nice.�
�Great, that�s good.� The phone rings and he picks it up. He finally looks at me as I�m turning, but not really. I�m just one more asshole that he needs to deal with, a faceless customer. And that is exactly what I wanted to be.
I go over and sit down in one of the chairs they have ringed around a big digital television. Some other stroke in a suit and tie is sitting on a small couch, watching CNN with his little roller bag and laptop next to him.
How do people do this? I mean seriously. How the fuck do you spend your life doing this kind of shit? Traveling, staying in hotels, or hell, working in hotels, whatever. I look at the business geek a little longer and can see he hates this, just like the desk clerk over there hates this. Poor fucks, but it�s their own fault.
I open the Tribune and flip to the sports page to read about how this is finally gonna be the year for the Cubs. I got the paper up but I�m listening to the elevators just off the lobby.
Andros, the big crew cut monster, and Dobry, I�m guessing, come down at about five till noon. I see them over the top of my newspaper and they walk to the edge of the lobby and look around. Only the two of them and they look like they�re supposed to, I suppose. Nice enough clothes and all but they can dress up all they want and two soldiers are still two soldiers.
The business geek is still sitting there and a middle aged couple is also watching the TV, all slack jawed and eyes glazed over. Patrik�s two men quickly see me and Andros gives me a small raised chin. There is a new desk clerk now and he�s on the phone. I get up, pat my pockets and find my pack of cigarettes. I get my cell phone out and look busily at its blank screen. Walking outside, I light up and wait for them.
�Mister Jerzy. It is good to see you once again.� Andros actually gives me a thin smile, then nods to his partner. �This would be Dobry. He will assist us.�
Dobry doesn�t say anything but instead gives me a short nervous nod. He doesn�t look at me. The kid is scared. I can smell it on him.
�It�s Jerzy. Just Jerzy, okay? No mister shit.� I smile at them both and put my cell phone away.
They wait like two big dogs at heel. Attentive and listening for the next command. Fetch, kill, roll over. Neither says anything more and they both just look at me. Andros could be waiting for a bus right now, emotionless and patient.
Never seen this guy Dobry before but he�s the short stocky type. When I say short, I just mean he�s not as tall as me and he, like everybody else, looks like a fuckin� midget standing next to Andros. The kid probably goes five eleven maybe but he�s built like a wrestler, with the face to match. He�s really no kid, either. I�d say probably mid to late twenties. So, hey, he�s a tough shit no doubt but there�s also no doubt on this being his first time with this kind of deal. A kill, I mean.
I clear my throat and smile again, �So, what�s your room number boys?�
�Room number is 419, Jerzy.� Andros shifts to a casual parade rest, hands crossed in front of him.
�I�ll meet you up there in five minutes. Also, you guys better start taking this shit a little more serious. Quit jackin� around so much.�
Dobry�s dark eyebrows come together. He shoots a look to Andros, who has actually gotten the joke and has a tight grin on his face.
At the room a few minutes later, Andros lets me in and then bolts the door behind me. He shows me the map of the park and it includes about a city block around the outside of the park. He�s got it spread out on the bed and points out several spots on the map. Dobry sits at the small desk in the room, watching from a distance but listening intently.
�Yeah, okay, we�ll get back to the map in a second. Show me the gun I�m supposed to be using.�
Dobry stands up and goes to the other bed, unzips a small roller suitcase and takes out a couple of shirts. There are three felt shoe bags in there. He brings over the bags, loosens the string ties and pulls the pieces out one by one.
They�re fucking beautiful. All three are identical, silver Ruger MK11s. Built in suppressors, ten round clips. If this is a throw away gun, I�d like to see a keeper. Great gun. I�ve never used one but definitely know of them. I pick one up, clear it, bounce it gently up and down in my hand. It has excellent weight and balance.
�Hey, Andros, while I�m thinking about it, turn the television on. Not too loud but loud enough, okay?� I don�t look up. I�m still studying the piece. �We just need a little background noise, is all.�
The pistols have no markings that I can see. Serials are gone. Nothing. I sit on the edge of the bed and spend a few minutes with it; clear it again, work the safety, pop the clip in and out, hold it in each hand and sight down the barrel.
It�s a.22, but in my mind that�s exactly what you want for what we�re going to be doing. I don�t want a cannon or any two foot long Dirty Harry pistol. This is close in stuff. So, as far as the gun goes, I�m good with it. I�m real good with it. Patrik has wasted no expense. Let�s face it, the weapon is a big part of this kind of thing.
�One more quick thing. I need to see the money.�
Andros walks to the closet and kneels down. There is one of those little hotel safes in there. He opens it up and stares at me. I walk over and he pulls out a small Nike gym bag. I bend down and pick it up, carrying it to the bed. It only takes a second to figure that I�m looking at two K. It smells real good.
�Thanks. Go ahead and lock it back up, all right?� I watch him put the bag back in and he spins the dial.
�Combination?�
Andros smiles that razor thin grin and digs a piece of paper out of his pocket. He hands it to me and then sweeps a hand toward the safe.
I look at the numbers. �It�s all right. I trust you, crew cut.�
I wave the two over to the bed. Dobry takes his chair and moves it in closer.
�First, you guys got gloves? I have real tight golf gloves I use. Second, are you wearing something to cover your face? I use a thin hunting mask that I pull up from down around my neck.�
�We have masks, the stocking masks kind. There are no gloves,� Dobry says and looks at Andros. His voice is steady but his eyes aren�t. It�s the first words he has spoken.
�Okay, how will the guns be dumped?�
�I will throw them in the Des Plaines river at a park reserve. I have used this location before.� Then Andros gives me a look that says �don�t worry about it�, so I don�t.
�All right, well it�s your choice on the gloves.�
Both of them nod.
�Okay, listen up,� I say. �I already know exactly how we�re gonna do this but I want to talk through it anyway. Trust me, I know what the fuck I�m doing here.�
I�m not too worried about Andros but I look over at Dobry and nod to him, then I keep nodding. His eyes loosen up a little and his body language is a little better. I punch his shoulder.
�Hey, we�re going to kill this old bastard Viktor Skansi. We�re gonna take him out and his wife and whoever else needs to be nailed. Patrik said no limits on this one. Anyone in the way goes down. In a few hours, the old Russian pig will be joining his son Bogdan in hell.�
I light up a smoke.
�Is it always six o�clock when they pull up?�
Andros clears this throat and begins in his short clipped accent.
�Yes, this is always. I have been a part of this surveillance. They will drive up to the curb on Mercy Boulevard. Street is quiet, one way. Six o�clock. On other side of Mercy is a car lot and next to it is a closed gas station.� He runs a big finger down the map, along the small road and stops where the car will. He looks up at me and repeats, �Always at six.�
�Keep going.�
�Viktor Skansi and wife stay inside the car while the three bodyguards get out. There is one guard who starts out ahead. He goes into park all the way to the center statue and takes his position. Waits.�
�What do they pack? What weapons?� I�m looking at the map and at the little center square, with the statue.
�They never show guns but they wear heavy long coats that are unbuttoned all the way down. Maybe underneath they could have shoulder strap for small military type automatic weapon. Hanging straight down along the leg.� Then he shrugs, shakes his head no. �But no, I don�t think. Most certainly they have hand guns.�
�Got it. The one guard goes to the statue, then what?� It really doesn�t matter too much but I still want to hear it all.
�They wait five minutes for him to get in place. Always. You cannot see statue from where the car is. Path curls around trees and bushes. Then one guard gets wheelchair out of the trunk while the other stands at the limo door where Skansi and his wife will get out.�
�Okay.�
�Wheelchair is set up and brought around to door. Viktor Skansi and guard help his wife into chair. One guard starts walking very slowly towards center of park. The old man wheels his wife onto sidewalk pathway and follows. Last guard walks behind the old couple at distance of say 15 meter, same distance between as man in front.�
�All right good, the walk lasts about fifteen minutes right?�
�Yes, that is right. They go around statue and back again.�
�No stops along the way?�
�No stops.�
�Pull up at the same curb, same place and same route every time?
�Yes.�
�Any other men, more guards you might have seen once. Anybody around you think could have maybe been a guard, maybe, just couldn�t tell for sure?�
�No, never different. I have no doubt on that.�
�Hey, wait. No driver? No driver waiting in the car the whole time?�
Andros smiles and shakes his head back and forth slowly. �No and no. One of the guards is also driver.�
�Okay, so look,� I check my watch. �It�s only like twelve thirty. Let�s take a little drive.�
We take their car just in case my car had maybe somehow been made in the last week or so. Coming in and out of Ambrozy�s, something like that. Never know. Hey, Patrik�s boys were watching them, so the Russians had to be watching Patrik.
Coming into the park from the west side, we just look around a little. Not long, and we don�t walk together. I just want to get some bearings and landmarks in my head. Eyeball everything.
We grab sandwiches and shit after that and then head back to the Marriott with it. About forty five minutes later, we�re sitting in the room again.
I take a pen from the nightstand and draw on the map, adding and filling in with x�s and o�s for small stands of trees and hedges. A small gazebo near the path they would be taking. I darken the statue in the little square.
I go to the window, light a smoke and look outside. Clouding up a little and getting colder, no doubt. Luckily, there won�t be much going on in the park. Even so, it still ain�t all that bad for April in Chicago.
My two guys look at the park map and then at me. They wait patiently.
�We park the car where we just did and come into the park from the far west side, just like earlier. First two guys that go will be the two guards with the old man. Andros, you�ll be here behind the little gazebo.� I tap it with the pen. �As soon as the lead guard gets by you, walk in from behind and take him. I�ll see you move before you even do, and I take the rear guard. It�ll be bang bang. My guy won�t even get a shot off, I promise you that.�
Then I point on the park map again, at a spot along the gently curving pathway. �That will leave Viktor Skansi and his wife in the middle, right about here. He might have a gun, but I bet not. Even if he does, he�ll be no match. Him and the old lady die right the fuck there.�
Andros is nodding, looks at me briefly and then back to the map.
�I take out Viktor, and Andros, you take out the old lady. Go straight at her with no hesitation. We do �em both at the same time. Don�t even look my way, Andros. I got the old bastard. Even if he�s carrying a damn bazooka, I got him. Afterward, we make sure on both of them. There can�t be no miraculous recoveries for these two in the ICU at Northwestern Hospital. It won�t be pretty, know what I�m saying? So, any questions yet?�
I look at the two. Andros smiles at me and shakes his head no.
�But, what should I do?� Dobry looks at Andros, then at me. �What is my job here?� He holds his hands out, palms up.
�Thought you�d never ask, rookie. As soon as Andros and I start firing, you take out the first guy. The statue guy. I want you right here.� I point again at the map. �Behind this hedge, it will be perfect, close to where Andros says the guy waits for them to circle the square and head back.�
Dobry nods and points. �Tak.�
�Our guns will be quiet but you�ll still hear them cough from where you�re at. Hit him quick because he�ll hear them too. As soon as your man is down � and make sure with him, too � you head straight the fuck to the car. Don�t look back, just go. Get to the car, get it started and you wait for us.�
Dobry is looking better, almost like he�s ready to rock and roll. Of course we�re not at the park and he�s not waiting behind a tree yet. And he can�t hear that guy walking toward him, down the sidewalk, getting closer.
�Dobrze?� Andros is looking at him too. �Dobry. Okay with this?�
�Tak. Tak. Dobrze.� He even grins, looking first at Andros and then me.
I did it this way for a couple of reasons. I figure he, and we for that matter, would be better off with him out of the big party. It would be pretty easy for Dobry to knock this single guy down from behind and then get the fuck back to the car and be ready to drive us out.
Now, I know I was right. He is all over this plan. Relieved almost.
�You don�t even think about leaving unless you get a call from Andros or me. Domyslny?�
�Understood.� He leans back a little and looks at us. �Tak.�
�Three more things and they�re fuckin� important. Again, we make sure all of them are stone dead. If you need to put another clip in, do it, but put the old clip in your pocket. Two, no talk between us and sure as hell no names. Three, anyone � and I mean a jogger, a young couple, an innocent bystander � anyone gets in the way, sees you or gets in the line of fire, they go down too.�
After that, I go over the whole thing again. Then, once more. It�s a little after three in the afternoon when I quit. We were as ready as we were gonna be.
�Eat if you�re hungry and just relax for a little bit. Four thirty, we gear up, check everything and then head out at five sharp. Five thirty comes, we�re already in the park, in position and waiting.�
Its ten till six and we�ve all been where we should be for a good twenty minutes. I�m tucked in behind a thick, shoulder high hedge and the huge trunk of a maple tree. Behind me is nothing but a little empty park bench and a small clearing. I keep looking back there just to make sure, but there�s nobody around and hardly anybody in the whole park.
Sun just went down but there�s still plenty of light.
I�m holding the Ruger in my jacket pocket with an extra clip in there too. It feels good. Safety is off and I�m ready to rock. I can see the gazebo that Andros is behind and it�s pretty close to me. The path curls right around by where I am and then heads over to him by the gazebo. When the lead guy finally goes by, I�ll be able to almost spit on him, he�ll be that close.
It�s five till now and I�m jazzed. A controlled jazz. I�m way ready and all my senses are at the max. It�s like I just did two lines of primo coke.
At six sharp, I hunker down a little more, with only one eye barely poking around the big tree trunk.
Couple of minutes past six and there he is. I see the first guard coming around the bend of the path. Three or four long seconds go by and then behind him comes the wheel chair into view. The old lady is being pushed along by the old bastard himself, Viktor Skansi. Lead guard is maybe 30 yards away from me now and coming.
It�s show time. I pull the gun and reach for my mask. Earlier I told the other two to wait until the last second on the mask. Last thing you want is some jogger to be trotting along with ten minutes to go and start a problem when he sees guys with masks.
I hear it behind me then, some rustling and then a soda can plinks against something. Whipping around, I put the gun on whatever it is and I�m staring at a guy in a park district uniform. Big ugly asshole, mouth open and gawking at me. He�s holding one of those poker things and has a large garbage bag strapped on his shoulder. I pull the mask up from my collar and draw down on him.
�You stay right there, you fuck. Don�t move, don�t talk.� I hissed it in a whisper. They�re too fucking close to just take him right now. Fuck me. He points at me and then he grins. The bastard is grinning at me. But he doesn�t move or say anything.
I shoot a quick peek back to the path and the lead guard is right there, not twenty yards from where I�m at. Turning back to the park district fuck, I just catch a last glimpse of him, all squatted down and bolting like a scalded dog. He lumbers around a hedge corner and out of view, heading south. Away from this shit, at least. Fuck.
I turn back to our business. There has been no talk from any of the Russians as they�ve shuffled past. The lead guy is almost even with the gazebo now, Skansi about 15 yards in front of where I am and the rear guard just passed me. I circle around the back of tree trunk, timing it with my guard�s walk, so I have a clear path to get to him.
I can see the gazebo good. My guy is bored, isn�t looking around at all and I step out from the tree a little more. Just when I do, I see a slight movement by the gazebo and I hear two quick muffled pops up ahead. Gun straight out and steady, I walk quickly to my man. Andros with his stocking mask on, is up ahead, coming my way. His guy is on both knees, I hear two more pops from Andros.
My guard is frozen for a second with what�s going on right in front of him. Taking it all in and trying to process it I guess. He finally raises a pistol but I put one directly into the back of his skull from about six feet. The guy�s head explodes like a ripe melon. Fucker is down, gone. He flops onto his gut, hands out and his head bounces on the concrete walk. I keep my walk going and I put one in his left ear as I pass him.
Quick, no fucking around, like we need it to be. All of this has probably happened in twenty seconds. Max.
I�ve had my eye on Skansi now since my first shot and the old man is standing there with his hands up a little but out sideways too. He looks at me, then at Andros and back to me. He�s stepping away from the old lady slowly and her head is swiveling around like a spinning top.
In the distance, and its gotta be Dobry, I barely hear two pops � but then a louder crack. Not good.
Skansi decides to make a break for some trees and a hedge line about twenty feet away. He don�t move so well anymore. I hit him in the upper thigh and he goes down real hard on his side, but right away he�s trying to crawl. I have plenty of shots left but as I�m walking up on him I pop out the clip, put it in my pocket and clack in the new clip.
I close right in on the old man now, watching his hands reaching for a gun or something but I know and he knows too, this game is over. Out of the corner of my eye I can see Andros walking quickly, ruthless and heartless, towards the old lady. He reminds me of that Terminator movie. She might outright die before he even shoots her.
I hear two more soft pops from Dobry�s gun in the distance. C�mon kid, what the fuck you doin�? Just take your guy out.
Skansi has left a trail of blood in the grass and dirt and he rolls over to look up at me.
�Baaastard.� His voice is weak but the look on his face is pure hate. �You Polack pig.� He spits blood at my leg.
�Yes Viktor, that�s right. And hey, I�m also the pig that killed your sissy ass son Bogdan, too. Just wanted you to know that.� I watch as he realizes what I had just said and his eyes focus on me harder. I give him my best smile.
Three measured shots, one in the forehead one in the left eye. The third, well, it just kinda goes into the middle of the scrambled mess.
As I turn to Andros, I hear a weak scream cutoff with a pop and see the old lady�s head bounce hard up against the back of the wheelchair. She goes all limp but stays upright and only her head falls to one shoulder. Andros takes what is offered to him and puts another shot in her temple.
We look at each other and I twirl my finger around in the air. He heads off in one direction and me in another.
Two minutes later, other side of the park, and I approach the car. Both my guys are already in the car. My mask is down around my collar again and it looks like a scarf, my reversible jacket is now red, instead of blue.
I should be happy as the sirens I hear are still off in the distance and I see nothing around the car or street that says trouble. We�re home free, done deal and I got some big money waiting for me back at the hotel.
I get in and Patrik�s boys are grinning ear to ear. We drive off slow and careful, zigzagging our way down residential streets. We get farther and farther away from the park. Nothing behind us. Like I said, I should be happy. We fucking did it, did it perfect. All of them are dead. It was a clean hit. Almost.
Problem is, all I can see is that park district worker. What were the fucking chances he would be standing there? He saw me good, too. That big, ugly asshole with the long giraffe neck had made me.
Kos, yeah, that�s his name. The big bouncer that I had gotten into it with at Ambrozy�s. Made him look like a pussy, told him I was gonna hurt him. Made him run off like a little girl.
When he pointed at me and smiled, I had finally recognized him. I knew who he was.
I also knew I was fucked.
Seriously.

EIGHTEEN

Mick
The door swung open and I clocked him right on the point of the chin.
The force of the blow hurt my knuckles. From the stunned, cross-eyed look of surprise and pain on his face, I�d say it hurt Stevie boy more. He staggered back two steps, then his knees gave way. He fell like the bucket of shit he was.
I walked through the open doorway and snapped the door shut behind me. An electric thrill pulsed through my body and out through my limbs. This was different than when I was on the job. Different even than when the Czechs rolled into Eddie�s Diner a few days ago. This was raw.
Steve recovered from the punch. He clambered to his feet, raising his fists. But his face was full of questions.
Well, I had answers.
They teach you on the street that the best defense is a good offense. They must teach merchant marines the same thing. Steve threw a looping punch with his right hand. He wasn�t quite as big as Jerzy but he was close. He might have been a little quicker, too. It didn�t matter, though. I ducked under the punch, side-stepped and hooked one right into his solar plexus.
Steve grunted and hit his knees again.
I didn�t hesitate. I sent a left straight across his jaw. I stepped into it, all hips and shoulder and follow through. Steve toppled to the floor, his eyelids fluttering. If this had been a middleweight bout, the referee wouldn�t have even bothered with the count.
I squatted down next to his head and waited. I could hear the unmistakable squeak of shoes on the basketball court on the TV in the other room. The Bulls, I realized. They�d sneaked into the playoffs. I�d interrupted Steve�s little fan fest.
With a groan, he came to. He gave his head a short little shake to clear it, then looked up and saw me. I thought about jacking him in the face another one, but the expression he bore stopped me.
Steve was broken.
That easy.
�Who�who are you?� he croaked.
�I�m just the guy who�s been banging your woman while you�re away,� I said with a tight smile.
Anger flashed in his eyes, but not enough to overcome his caution. He said nothing.
�You probably knew that,� I said. �Or at least suspected. That�s why you punched on her, right?�
Steve didn�t reply.
I leaned forward slightly. My smile melted away and I gave him a hard look. �Right?�
�Yeah.� He had the look of defeat, of resignation.
�Well, she�s done with you,� I told him. �Leave her alone. You got me?�
He nodded.
�Or I come back,� I added.
�Yeah,� he said. �I got it.�
I rose to my feet. I was done here. Time to go tell Connie it was finished. And that she needed to get her own place, because she wasn�t staying with me. I might still-
Steve�s hand shot out and grabbed my ankle. Before I could react, he jerked it toward him. I lost my balance and hit the floor hard. Steve�s other hand clamped onto my upper leg. The son of a bitch was strong. His grip hurt.
He let go of my ankle. I tried to slide away, but he grabbed onto my belt with his free hand. The fucker was climbing up me like a ladder.
A moment later, he let go of my leg and blasted a punch into my chest. I felt it coming a second before it landed and tensed. The blow sent a shock wave through my upper body.
Steve pulled back for another punch.
I drove my knee upward. The point of my knee caught him on the hip. I doubted it hurt much, but it knocked him off balance enough to interrupt his punch.
He reloaded.
I twisted sideways.
The punch landed on my upper arm, sending another shock wave through me. This one was sharper and I let out an involuntary yelp. The punch bounced off my arm and clipped my cheek.
�You like that, motherfucker?� Steve growled with satisfaction, and pulled back for another punch.
I whipped my hand up, fanning out my fingers and raking them across his eyes.
Steve screamed. He let go of me and both of his hands flew to his face. He rolled off to the side and curled up in a ball, rocking slightly.
I stood up slowly.
�I�m blind!� he yelled, his voice full of panic. �I�m blind!�
I didn�t answer. Instead, I sent a hard kick into his side. He was rocking toward me when it landed, so it was even harder than I�d hoped. His cries of blindness were cut short by his own strangled groan.
I could�ve kicked him again.
I could have kicked him a lot of agains.
But if I started, I don�t think I�d have stopped.
Instead, I said, �Remember this, Stevie, next time you think about thumping on Connie. Or anyone else, you fucking pussy.�
It didn�t feel as good as kicking him again, but maybe it would stick with him longer.
I walked out the door.
A block from Steve�s apartment, my phone chirped. I figured it was Connie, but it was a number I didn�t recognize. I thought about letting it go to voicemail, but something made me answer it.
�Hello?�
�Mick?� It was a woman�s voice. Not Connie�s, but still somehow familiar.
�Yeah. Who�s this?�
�It�s Ania.�
I stopped walking. Someone behind me must have been surprised by my sudden halt, because a body barreled into me. I staggered a step forward and turned around, half-expecting Steve back for round two. Instead, it was a short, squat Asian lady with her black purse tucked under her arm protectively. She glared at me.
�Sorry,� I said.
She didn�t reply, but averted her eyes and trudged around me.
�Sorry for what?� Ania asked, her tones velvet.
I moved to the side of the building. �Nothing,� I said. �Someone just bumped into me.�
�Oh,� she said. Then she asked, �Shouldn�t they be apologizing to you?�
�Probably,� I told her.
There was a silence during which neither of us spoke. The busy sounds of the city surrounded me, but I swear I could hear her breath on the other end of the line.
After a while, she asked, �You still there?�
�I�m here.�
�Okay. Good.� She took a deep breath and let it out. �Look, I called because I need to talk to you.�
�Okay. Let�s talk.�
�No,� she said. �In person.�
I swallowed. I remembered that smoldering gaze she sent my way at Gar�s funeral. Talking to her at the bar afterward.
�Sure,� I said.
�I�ll call you tonight, after I get off work? Say around ten? Or earlier, if I can arrange it.�
�All right.�
�We�ll figure out where then.�
�That�s fine.�
�Thanks.� Her tone rang sincere. For whatever reason, this was important to her.
�It�s no problem.�
She laughed a little. �Don�t say that yet. You might think different when we talk.�
I doubted it. She could ask me to strap on a filet mignon vest and jump into the lion exhibit at the zoo, and I think I�d still be happy to have that conversation in person.
�I�m sure it�ll be fine,� was all I said.
�Well, we�ll see,� she replied. �See you a little after ten.�
�See you then.�
She hung up. I stood there like a fool for a couple of seconds before closing the phone. It chirped immediately. A little bit of a thrill shot through my stomach when I thought it might be her calling me back, like some junior high boy getting a note from the pretty girl in class.
CONNIE, the screen read.
I pushed cancel.
I spent the better part of an hour just walking and thinking. What could Ania want with me? It couldn�t just be me, because a woman like that could have any man she wanted. And clearly, she preferred thugs like my brother, for whatever fucked up reason. Probably the same reason women like Connie pick losers like Steve.
Only that wasn�t entirely true, was it? Steve and Jerzy were different. Steve was a bit of a poser. Jerzy was the real deal. A stone cold bastard. And that was the kind of guy Ania dug, apparently.
So what did she want with me?
I walked and I thought, but for the most part I realized I didn�t care. Most of the time, all I could think about was how those pale blue eyes saw straight into me.
I grabbed a dog from a vendor and leaned against a nearby building, munching it. Halfway through, my phone chirped again. I figured it was probably Connie calling a second time, but I was wrong.
It was Al.
�Yeah?�
�You anywhere near Union Station?�
�I can be.�
�Fifteen minutes. Canal Street entrance.�
�Make it a half hour,� I said. �I gotta hop on the train.�
Forty minutes later, I stood next to a newsstand, down a half block from the station entrance. I spotted Al waddling toward me long before he saw me. I wondered how in the hell he survived on the job if he was that oblivious to his surroundings.
�Hey,� he wheezed at me when he got close enough. He used his jacket sleeve to wipe away the sweat on his forehead.
I motioned toward the door up ahead of a small cafe named The Bastille. �You wanna go in?�
He shook his head. �Too quiet in there. Let�s walk.�
I thought about cracking wise that I didn�t figure he was up for much in the way of exercise, but decided not to. I wasn�t interested in any bullshit banter with this guy anymore. I just wanted to get my information and be quits with him.
We walked a block or so without a word. Then, as we passed the doors to a diner, Al stopped. �This�ll work. They�re busy.�
We went inside and found one of the last empty booths. A harried waitress appeared to take our order. I asked for coffee. So did Al, but he ordered a cheeseburger and fries to go with his.
When she walked away, he admired her ass. Then he looked at me. �Funny how the busiest places have the best service. You go into some half-empty place that�s slow and it never fails that the service sucks. Even though they can�t be that busy, right? But you come in here where they�re slammed and you get a waitress at your table before your ass has even warmed the seat. Why is that?�
I shrugged. �Don�t know.�
�Huh. I figured you�d be the expert on waitresses and diners and all that.�
A tickle of anger flickered in my gut. �I just worked the grill,� I said evenly. �I didn�t do a master�s thesis on diner service.�
�No?�
�No.�
�I see. What happened to your face, Mick?� he asked, pointing at my cheek.
�A leprechaun threw his shillelagh at me.�
Al�s expression remained tight and hard to read. We sat in silence until the waitress poured our coffee. Then Al made a big production out of putting his cream and sugar into his cup. I left mine sitting there. Only when he�d finally sipped his coffee and nodded his satisfaction did he turn his attention back to me.
�I looked into your situation, Mick.�
�I figured.�
�Yeah, well, it ain�t as easy as it used to be. Fucking computers with their logins and passwords and tracking and all that shit?� He shook his head. �Bigger job than I thought. I couldn�t get everything, so I had to piece shit together from what I could get.�
I didn�t reply. The how of it all was his problem.
�That don�t matter, though, �cuz I got the job done.� He raised his coffee cup to his lips and took another sip. Then he said, �I found Jimmy Kerrigan.�
I resisted the urge to smile. �Yeah? Where?�
�Fucker never left Chi-town. He works the parking lot at Comiskey during the baseball season.� Al shook his head in mild amazement. �Talk about hiding in plain sight. Off season, though, he�s like a hermit, never goes out. Lives just south of the ballpark in a shitty little apartment on the corner of West Pershing Road and Wells Street. He�s in Four B.�
�All right,� I said. �That�s it, then. We�re square.� I started to get up.
Al raised his hands. �Whoa, not so fast, Mickey.�
�What?�
�Jimmy ain�t got the necklace.�
I sat back down. �How do you know that?�
�Because we seized it when him and Speedo got picked up about three days after the theft.�
�The police have the necklace?�
�No.�
�You just said-�
�Shut up and listen,� Al said.
I didn�t like his tone. I thought about drilling him one right in his fat face, but decided it could wait. I settled for clenching my jaw.
Al smiled. There was a hint of cruel satisfaction in that smile and I wondered what he was up to. �Good. You know, that was always the best thing about you, Mickey. You knew when to keep your mouth shut.�
�Fuck you.�
He laughed. �Or maybe not. It doesn�t matter. Just listen.� He took another sip of coffee, then continued. �Jimmy and Speedo both got grabbed up a couple of days before your old man got popped for that stick-up in Wisconsin. He musta figured out the jig was up and decided to bolt.�
I nodded. That made perfect sense.
�The necklace went back to the Hungarian government about three months after that. Jimmy did a little bit of time on some outstanding warrants, but it was less than two years. Speedo did about eight months at county. No charges filed for this theft, though, on either one of them.�
I thought about that. Either the Hungarian government didn�t want to push the charges forward or someone cut a deal that eventually fell through. If Jimmy ratted out Speedo and the old man, why didn�t they charge either one of them?
�You work it out yet?� Al asked.
I shook my head. �It doesn�t make sense. Jimmy and Speedo get arrested together-�
�No. They were arrested the same day. Not together.�
I paused. Then I asked, �Who got arrested first?�
�Jimmy Kerrigan.�
�So he ratted out Speedo and the old man.�
�Looks that way.�
I turned my coffee cup in a slow circle, working out the likelihoods. �The cops get Speedo but the old man catches wind of it and lams it.�
�And stupid fuck that he is,� Al said, �he takes off a robbery on the way. Which lands him over at Columbia.�
I kept turning the full cup of coffee in a circle. �You know, Al, my old man was a bona fide career criminal who wasn�t hardly around for me at all. I�ve got no real love for the guy.�
�Who would?�
�The thing is, though, he was still my old man.� I smiled without any humor. �So watch how you talk about him, huh?�
Al sat and stared back at me. We watched each other across the table. The tickle of anger in my stomach had brewed into a crackling fire. I�d love nothing more than to bash Al one right in the beak. I�d like it if that were the way the new Michael Patrick Sawyer dealt with every problem. But I guess I was still smarter than that, because I settled for staring back at Al�s fat face.
Finally the waitress broke the tension by sliding a burger and fries in front of Al. He glanced down at the food, grunted, and reached for the ketchup.
�No matter how you cut it,� he said, pouring a small river of the red stuff across his fries, �the necklace is out of play. Too bad, too. It was worth over three million.�
I blinked. Three million dollars?
Al didn�t look up. He globbed some ketchup onto his burger. Then he mashed the bun on top and took a huge bite. Only once he was chewing did he bother to look up at me. His eyes were hard and flat.
��Course, the earrings are still out there. And those diamonds were huge, too. Best I could figure, that little trinket is worth one point two large.�
There was a time when large meant thousand. Probably back when the old man was out of prison and still working. Inflation is a bitch, though. When Al said large now, he meant million.
One point two million dollars. That much money was a new life, just like I�d hoped.
Al tore off another bite and talked while he chewed. �Now, some of that is historical value, cultural value, that kind of shit. But just the diamonds themselves are probably worth eight hundred. Even a fuckin� amateur like you could find a fence who�ll pay two. So I�ll settle for a hundred.�
I blinked. �What?�
Al kept chewing. �You heard me.�
�You�re crazy. I�m not paying you a hundred anything.�
�Yeah, you will. Or you�ll get nothing. I�ll put the word out on this little caper and it�ll dry up like your nuts when you jump in a cold swimming pool.�
I stared at him. �You seem to forget our deal.�
�Fuck our deal. Say hello to the new deal.�
�Okay, �I said. �How�s this for a new deal? How about I call Internal Affairs and have the chat I never did before with those cheeseaters?�
Al didn�t miss a beat. He put his burger down, wiping his hands methodically on a napkin. Then he reached under the table. A moment later, I heard the unmistakable metallic click of a revolver hammer being drawn back.
�How about I blow your fucking balls off right here in this diner?�
�Not very pretty,� I said, not believing him.
�It�ll do the job.�
�And you�ll go to prison for murder.�
Al shrugged. �Maybe. Or maybe the derringer in my pocket ends up next to you. Maybe the official story is that you tried to smoke me and I was just faster.�
�Fat fuck like you? People would find that hard to believe.�
�Doesn�t matter, does it?� Al smiled, hamburger meat and bun stuck in his teeth. �At least not to you. Because you�ll be deader than forty bastards.�
We stared at each other across the table again. This was getting to be our shtick. Stare and threaten. I was getting sick of it. I thought about saying so, but something in his eyes told me he wasn�t fucking around.
�Why should I give you a hundred kay?� I asked.
Al smiled, this time with sincerity, because he knew he�d won. I heard the clicking sound again and knew he�d lowered the hammer. He moved in his seat, replacing the pistol in his holster.
�Nice, Mick. Glad you�re willing to play nice.�
�Answer my question,� I said.
Al picked up his burger again. �You�ll pay me for the information.�
�Pretty steep price.�
He took a bite and shrugged. �And for my cooperation,� he said around a mouthful.
�I don�t even know where these earrings are,� I said.
Al swallowed. �You�ll find them. At least, you fucking better.�
I wanted to jam the rest of that burger down his throat and watch the fucker choke to death. Instead, I slid out of the booth without a word. I left him and my own untouched coffee behind and walked out of the diner.
Two blocks away, I pulled out my phone again. I stared down at it, getting my thoughts in order. I could avoid paying Al, as long as I left town as soon as I made the score. It would be more difficult to find a fence in another city, but it couldn�t be too hard. Al would be easy to slip.
Jerzy was another matter.
I flipped open the phone and dialed.
�Yeah?� His voice on the other end of the line sounded tight. Not quite nervous, but maybe a little rattled.
�What�s going on?� I asked.
�You called. So you tell me.�
Same subtle tightness there. Did he know that Ania called me?
�I know where Jimmy is,� I told him, forging ahead.
Jerzy was quiet for a second. Then he said, �Tell me.�
�No,� I said.
�No?� His tone was full of surprise.
�Meet me at Union Station, I�ll be waiting on a bench in the big hall. See you in an hour. I�ll fill you in on the train ride.�
�I�d rather drive,� he said.
�I�m sure you would. But this is how we play it.�
Jerzy was quiet again. Finally, he said, �Okay, Hero. See you there.�
He broke the connection.
I closed my phone and slipped it into my jacket pocket. I rubbed my cheek where Steve�s punch had glanced off of my face. I put him out of my mind, along with Connie, Eddie and the diner, Al, everything.
Right now, there was just Jerzy to worry about. And maybe Ania. And that was more than enough.

NINETEEN

Jerzy
Andros and Dobry drop me off and I tell them to not even come back up to the room. I go to the elevator but then I do a u-turn and head back out of the hotel.
I walk a short block over to some cheesy liquor store with bars on the windows and doors. I buy smokes, a bottle of Belvedere and some tonic water.
Five minutes later and I�m back in the room. After checking on the safe and the money, I make myself a drink and change clothes. Another drink goes down and I pull my cell out to call Patrik, just to let him know what�s up.
�Hey, Boss. Me.�
�Yes, my friend.�
�It�s done. Done deal. All of them.�
�Yes, I have gotten a quick report from your staff.� He sounded upbeat but cautious. �However, this connection is not very good, perhaps we should just talk in person.�
�Yeah, understood. Listen, just want you to know, the staff was good. Crew cut is a real keeper.�
�They have reported the same. You will stay there for a while, then?�
�Probably. Look, something has come up, though, and it�s big stuff. I won�t be back to the office for awhile. I�ve got some new, big business going on and it will keep me very busy. Can�t come back now.�
�Of course. In a week, I�m sure you�ll have a more open calendar.�
�No. No, I mean for a long time, Boss.�
�Is there something?�
�Yes, part of this business is that our competition knows about the New Jersey office now. So they�ll be looking at Jersey hard, maybe relocating.�
There�s a long pause.
�I see�I will call you tomorrow and we will make arrangements for a meeting so we that can discuss our marketing strategy.�
�Okay, but not here and not there, I�ll come up with a place. I�ll call you.�
�We are forever in your debt for sealing this deal, my friend. Drive careful, the traffic will be very bad. Be safe.�
�Always.�
�Do widzenia.� The line went dead.
I walk over and put two cubes in the cup and splashed in some vodka, think about it and then pour some more in. I don�t even consider the tonic this time.
I�m staring out the window into the dark, but I�m not looking at anything. My head is everywhere right now. It just figures, I�m sitting here in an average little chain hotel but I got a cool two hundred grand in the room�and I�m drinking vodka out of a plastic cup.
Hey, I could deal with holing up here until they whacked the fall guy from the west coast. No problem. Drink vodka out of the bottle for that matter, if that�s all there was to it. But I�m a trapped rat now. When the sun comes up, or however long it takes Kos to grow the balls to sell some very valuable information, I will be hunted. Hunted hard. Every fucking Russian that works for the Skansi crew and anyone they can pull in from the outside will be looking for my ass.
As always, no matter what the hell is going on I�m hungry. So, I order a pizza to be delivered to the hotel. I go down to the desk and leave the money there, tell them to call my room when it comes. I don�t want some fucking Russian weightlifter delivering a pizza at my door. Know what I�m sayin�?
Would they be onto where I�m at that fast? No fucking way, but my car is down there. They know my car and they�ll be looking for that soon. Am I going overboard on the caution here? Fucking right I am.
I swear I�m not scared, though. It ain�t that. I don�t scare. I just never like to be soft, never like to put my guard down, even though I could for tonight. Bad habit to get into, right?
When I finally go down and get the pizza, I eat a couple of slices in like four bites and start drinking again. I�m carving into this bottle pretty good now and settle back into a chair, propping my feet up on the bed. The Bulls are on. Playoffs. Like I give a fuck. I flip the channel and it�s hockey instead. I guess that�s better, at least not so sissy, but it doesn�t matter. I�m staring at the screen; smoking and thinking.
My original plan had been to stay here two or three nights after the hit and that would have been just fine if I hadn�t been made. I�ll have to move tomorrow. No fucking way I�m staying here. Even if they didn�t find this place or the car for awhile, I�d go nuts. Besides, I�d have to move sometime and it might as well be tomorrow.
Plus, that two hundred grand over there in the safe is only half of the take. I have a necklace and some earrings to collect, too. I�m good enough to dodge some big guerrillas and get those rocks too. Fuck yeah, I am. Then I�ll skip town, but only then. I�m not gonna just give away the prize to Mick, or any piece of it. Fuck him. Fuck the Hero.
So, first of all, I�ll never drive that car down there again. Tomorrow morning, I�ll catch a cab early and go rent a car. Call Mick early, too and see where we�re at with the earrings.
I lift the plastic cup up and get nothing but one cube. Jesus, I�m drinking some serious vodka here. Couple more drinks have my name on them, though. I�m good for it.
The Blackhawks score in the background but it might as well be the weather channel or some shit.
I get another drink and go back to the window. Can�t go back to my apartment or Ania�s place. Ambrozy�s is way the fuck off limits. I�ll be drifting for the next few days or a week, no doubt. Speaking of Ania, I need her in my plans. I must be crazy but she goes with me when I bail. I want her all the time, need her. Hell, I want her here right now but that�s a very bad idea.
I try calling her but she doesn�t pick up. I leave her a voicemail that I ought to be ashamed of. All lovey and miss you babe. Another drink.
Some time has got away from me as I�ve been drinking because I just checked my watch and it�s like one thirty now. I sit down heavy on the edge of the bed and do a little weave. I look at the table across the room and the bottle looks to have only about two more big drinks left. Fuck it, drunk enough. Drunk isn�t even the right word.
A slideshow of stray snapshots from earlier today starts running in my mind. Skansi laying there hissing up at me, Andros shooting the old bitch and her head bouncing back against the back of the wheelchair. Then, there he is. Kos, with that stupid ass grin and neck like a goose. Then he points at me. Fucker.
I do the slow lean sideways and as soon as my head hits the pillow, I�m out.
After getting the car rented early this morning, I drive to O�Hare and check into the Hilton inside Terminal Two. I pay up for a week in advance. Never know, might need to fly instead of drive when the time to split comes, and it will come.
Inside my room, I stow the two hundred thousand in the safe in the cabinet under the TV. I set the same combination as before at the Marriot and tuck the slip of paper with the numbers on it back inside my wallet.
I drive around a little bit after getting some breakfast � which I almost tossed up as soon as I finished. I�ve been thinking about calling Mick, too, but I figure I�ll wait for him to call me.
At some point, I pull into a parking garage of the Oak Park Mall, just off the Eisenhower. It�s a Saturday, I think, so every level is loaded with cars and that�s good, a good cover. When I lean back in the seat, the lights go out again until Mick�s call.
This train we�re on right now, though, I mean holy shit, this is the worst. It�s not doing me any good here. Mick just got done giving me the low down on what�s up and where we�re going. I think I heard about half of what he said, although I got the part about the necklace being out of play just fine. I�m drinking my third cup of coffee trying to clear my head which is banging like a mother. Let�s just say I�ve had better nights and damn sure better days. I�m still green.
�So, what�s with the fuckin� Orient Express train travel here, Mickey boy?�
�You look like hell, Punk. Did you catch anything I just told you about Jimmy and Speedo?�
�Fuck off.� I take the little sippy ass plastic lid off and take a good slug of coffee.
Mick stares at me in frustration. �The necklace being seized and then returned, the earrings still out there, Speedo� anything ring a bell?�
I�m sitting right across from him but my attention is on the guy down at the other end of the car. I�ve been watching the car since we got on looking for anybody that�s looking, if you know what I mean.
�Yeah, I got it, okay? What the fuck, Hero? You think I can�t hear? And by the way, you still sound like a cop reading a report. Why can�t you just talk regular?�
Mick doesn�t bite. �We�re almost there, stud. One more stop and then the next will be Comiskey.� He pauses, then adds, �You want to find a bar, get a couple drinks when we get off the train?�
�What�d you say Little Jimmy�s address was again, smart ass?� The train is slowing down, making the last stop before Little Jimmy�s. I�m trying to be casual while I�m looking through the windows, watching who�s getting on, who�s getting off. And yeah, I�m way paranoid by now.
�Apartment Four B, corner of Pershing and Wells.� Then he leans in closer and looks at me with a raised eyebrow. �What the hell is with you, anyway?�
�Nothing.�
�No, it�s something. And not just a hangover, either.�
�Don�t worry about it there, detective. You just be ready when we talk to Jimmy Kerrigan.� I finally look at him. �By the way, how we handling this? Hard or harder?�
He sits back again but he is still eyeing me. �I think we see how it goes and just play it by ear. We�ll know what to do.�
A couple of minutes later and we�re off that fucking train finally, walking down Wells Street a block away from Jimmy�s apartment.
�South Side�s a wonderful place, huh?� I actually feel pretty good here because there ain�t no pale skinned Russians creeping around this part of town and I�m sure as hell not going to run into anybody I know.
A car comes bouncing down the road in front of us. The rap is turned up so loud that the bass is shaking my fillings. My headache is back, too. The car slows and the four brothers inside it give us the once over and they keep staring us down. Finally, they stop and put it in reverse following along the curb matching our walk. Long stares from the bloods, so I stop and stare back at them. I�m about two seconds from pulling my gun out. I ain�t going down in some fucking drive-by shooting bullshit with a car load of seventeen year old shines.
Mick, though, he just looks at them and smiles. Then he puts one finger to his ear and says something to nobody while staring at the sidewalk. Looks up again and hooks a quick thumb to them. Jerks his head real quick for them to go. Like he�s giving them a break, a pass or silently telling them he�s got bigger shit to fry. Goes back to his imaginary earpiece. And fuck me, they stop and put it back in drive.
He still looks like a cop and they sure as hell know what one looks like. The car pulls away slowly, goes down to the corner and turns onto Pershing.
�That was pretty good, Hero. Gotta admit. We, uh, kinda stand out a little bit here right?�
Mick is looking straight ahead. �Yeah little bit, but then so does Jimmy.� He nods forward, �There�s the apartment building up on the right.�
�How do we even know the little fuck will be here, inspector?�
�White Sox home opener is a week away. I was told he�d be here. If not, we wait.�
The place is a fucking dive. Big shock there. And noisy, real noisy on the first and second floor. As we head up it gets a little more quiet. One thing for sure, if the little turd is here, we�re the only three white boys in the building.
Mick knocks twice on the door that has a rusted, upside down four hanging on by a thread and the B is gone but you can see the dirty outline where it used to be.
No answer, no shadow under the bottom of the door. Nothing at all.
Mick knocks again, three times and harder. I�m standing to the side to where Jimmy won�t see me right away.
�Get the fuck outta here, you little rat bastards!� The shrill voice from inside sounds tight and high strung.
Mick knocks again even harder. Four, five times.
The door flies open and Mick puts his foot along the bottom of the door. I step into the doorway too, where Little Jimmy can see me.
He doesn�t rattle right away. �And who might the fuck you be?� he snaps at Mick.
�We�re your friends, Jimmy.� Mick smiles at him.
He looks at Mick and dismisses him. �You, I never seen before and I�m glad for that.� He looks up at me and squints. �You though, you big fuckin� mope, you do look familiar.�
I look at Jimmy and my head is still bangin� but I can�t help but grin at him. Then I look over at Mick, �I don�t normally like pickin� on midgets but fuck me, this is gonna be fun.�
I take one step towards him and of course he tries to close the door. Mick shoots an arm out and easily opens it up even farther. Then I shoot an arm out and easily knock the little pint-sized fuck about halfway across the kitchen floor. I swear he leaves two fingers and maybe a thumb still gripping the door.
He�s sitting on a ratty ass folding chair now in the center of the living room, if you want to call it a living room. His head is swiveling back and forth between me and Mick. We got everything shoved to the walls to give us room and we�ve barely started on him.
Mick, naturally, is the good guy.
�Look,� Jimmy says, �I was kidding around, okay? I just didn�t know who you guys were. How the hell was I supposed to recognize the Sawyer brothers? Especially together, right? I mean, shit.� He looks at me, all pleading like. �I only seen you when you were like fifteen or some shit. I, I have to act tough, but I ain�t, you know.�
His voice is high, excited and he is all motion. Just like his jittery meth freak son, Paulie, but older, much smaller and not all cranked up.
They don�t call him Little Jimmy Kerrigan for nothing. He�s five foot zero and that�s on his tip toes, probably only goes about one thirty five, one forty, sopping wet. He�s got short cropped red hair going quickly to grey. Pinched in face, long nose and no chin, except the false purple one I just formed by knocking him into last week. I mean, this homely-ass guy probably hasn�t been laid since the Cubs won a world series.
All I know is he must be smart, sneaky, or maybe clever because he ain�t got much else going for him. Him and Speedo must have looked like Mutt and Jeff running around together.
�Look, Jimmy, just tell us what happened and tell us how to find what we said we need. We really don�t want to hurt you. But we will.� Mick�s leaning in as he�s talking but then straightens up and walks away. �You can bet your ass we will.�
�I, look, I just don�t know nothin�, boys. Really, seriously.� He�s got the saddest look on his face I think I ever saw. But hey, you know.
I step up and hit him so hard in the chest I think I might have broke his fuckin� sternum. He flips over backward in the chair and goes straight back real hard, his head bouncing off the old wood flooring. He lays there for a minute holding his chest with both arms and then he starts laughing. I trade looks with Mick.
Then we both realize he ain�t laughing. His chest is heaving up and down. Then he curls up. What we�re hearing is crying. The old guy is balled up and crying like a baby. Real crying.
I look at Mick again and walk to the filthy window with no drapes.
In between the pitiful sobs, I can hear him saying, �Ahhh you guys�oh no, no more� and �Okay, stop. Okay, please stop.� The guy is falling apart. Finally he slowly rolls up on a bony elbow and stops the loud crying, but the tears are still coming.
He looks at Mick and the old guy is just done, running on empty. Hell, he was done ten, fifteen years ago, no doubt. You can tell by the eyes and I�ve seen those eyes before. So has Mick, I bet.
To tell you the truth, I don�t want to hurt the old guy anymore. I don�t want to mess him up more than he already is. This guy never really hurt anybody, probably never killed anybody. Just a loser, trying to get by in life. I can�t mess with him anymore. But I gotta act like I will.
I walk over to where he�s laying, sneak a look at Mick and draw back a fist �We ain�t done. Come here, you old fuck.�
�Hold it a sec, Jerzy.�
�Why? He ain�t telling us shit.�
�He will.�
�Ah, fuck that. You�re only feeling sorry for him because he�s a fucking leprechaun, Mick. Don�t go all Irish on me.�
I raise my fist again, but Mick says, �Wait.� He kneels in front of where Jimmy is. �Tell us what we need to know, Jimmy. Please do it. Because here�s the problem,� he looks up at me and back down to Jimmy. �He won�t kill you, he�ll just keep hurting you. Bad. He knows how to do that.�
�I know�I know.� Jimmy was gasping for breath and trying to save whatever dignity he had left. He looks at Mick, then over to me and I can see the fear. I can also see the crumble. He is wore the fuck out with life and getting beat on just wasn�t worth it. Pretty sad little fucker and he was making me feel bad, I�ll admit that. And that, governor, is pretty damn rare.
�I�ll tell you everything I know, boys. Just no more, though, �kay? Please?�
Mick put his hand under one arm and lifted him back up to his feet. Jimmy grimaced and held his chest. I maybe didn�t break it, but I must have at least cracked something.
I put the chair back up on its legs and he falls into it.
�You want some water, or a drink? What do you have?� Mick asks him.
�I got some Jameson in the cupboard.� He points into the ragged ass kitchen and his face tightens up again. Then he forces a smile.
I go get it and hand it to Mick. Mick, the good cop that he is, hands the bottle to Jimmy like he�s his oldest friend in the world.
Jimmy takes a long swig and then another short one right after that.
I stand over Jimmy�s right shoulder but he doesn�t look at me, doesn�t have to. He can feel me there.
�We had it dicked.� He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand and keeps going. �We had the fucking jewels and nobody was gonna catch us. Clean, it was so clean. I had it planned down to the last detail.�
�Yeah, what then?� Mick pulled another chair from the kitchen and sat down across from him.
�Speedo couldn�t keep his mouth shut. Bragged to a couple guys in the bar the night after it went down. Fucking dumbass.�
There was a pause and you could see his mind working its way through it. Remembering. The one chance he had probably ever had in his rotten little life to make some decent money.
Breaking that pause, out of nowhere, some kids went screaming down the hallway right outside the door and I wondered how the hell anyone could live like this. Their yells trailed off.
�Anyway, Chicago PD was tipped off because Speedo couldn�t shut the fuck up. Somebody told somebody. I don�t know who it was, never did and it really don�t matter. They come down on me and Speedo both. Your dad catches word of that and heads for the hills, just in time. And I do mean just in time.�
He takes another swig of Jameson. Clears his throat and tries to straighten up in the chair but catches his breath and can�t do it.
�So Speedo lawyers up with this guy who knew people. People downtown. Powerful guy. Don�t know how Speedo got hooked up with that guy but his ass was in good shape. He says he was just the driver, he was just somebody your dad and I had drug in at the last minute. Bullshit on top of bullshit.�
�Keep going, Jimmy,� Mick says. �You�re doing good.�
�Well, the city was, like, embarrassed, right? Because of it being an international crime and all. They didn�t really give a fuck about hammering us. They just wanted it all to go away. So when Speedo coughed up where I hid the jewels, well, his lawyer hit a homerun for Speedo. Fucker ends up spending a couple months, I think. I go away for three, and hey, no big deal there for what we did, right? Three years is three years, boys.�
�Considering everything?� Mick said, and gave his head a little shake. �No, not all that bad. So?�
�This bullshit with me and him has never been about the time I had to serve. It�s always been about his big fuckin� mouth ruining a perfect take. Been about him fuckin� your dad and me over. Been about Speedo screwing me out of my half of the bar�and him trying to kill me at one point. That�s what it�s been about.�
Mick was looking at Jimmy real close as he was talking, just like cops do. He wasn�t just listening, he was watching him like a fuckin� hawk, looking for tells like poker players do.
�You know what, though?� Jimmy says, staring off at the wall. �Yeah, Speedo told the cops where to find the stuff. He was a rat fuck piece of shit �but they only found the necklace, right? They didn�t never find the earrings. At least, I don�t think?�
Jimmy looks at us both. �Or did they?�
Neither of us answer.
Jimmy shrugs. �My guess was always your dad found a way to hang onto them. And you know, whatever. Better than fuckin� Speedo Mullins getting them.�
Mick patted him on the shoulder and we stood to leave. He was taking a long pull off that Jameson when we closed his door. As we walk out of the building, I look over at Mick and can tell he was thinking hard on something.
�What are you thinking about, Hero? How�s that match up with your inside guy�s information?�
�Well, what do you think, based on what Speedo told you?�
�Fucking cop. Always answering a question with a question.� Mick didn�t react, so I shrugged. �All right, here�s what I think. I think that poor little fucker up there is telling the truth and I think Speedo Mullins is a liar. A fat, gimpy ass, liar.�
Mick looks at me, spits and then smiles.
�What the fuck does that mean, detective?�
�That means that this is one of the few times that you and I will ever, ever agree on anything.�
We walk all the way back to the train station, five blocks or so, without saying anything. Too much to think about.

TWENTY

Mick
The train ride was long and quiet. Jerzy was quiet because he was obviously hung over. Plus, I think the pitiful Jimmy Kerrigan actually got to the heartless bastard just a little.
But there was something more, too. I couldn�t put my finger on it, but I could sense it.
That made me smile. Gar was famous for his almost prey-like instinct when it came to trouble. He could sense subtle nuances that were out of kilter. I never knew him well enough as an adult to determine if his wisdom went far enough to know exactly what was wrong, or if it stopped at merely knowing that something was wrong. The first was a high echelon gift. The second was more common, but still a valuable trait. Gar had passed it on to Jerzy and me in spades.
I used to think we used it for different purposes. Now I know we only honed the natural ability into a skill in different places. Him more in the criminal world, me on the job. It didn�t matter, though. We both used what gifts the old man bestowed upon us to survive.
That�s how I knew something was up with Jerzy. But I didn�t know what. Maybe it didn�t matter.
�The fuck you smiling at?� Jerzy asked, half grunting out the words.
I shrugged. �Just that we�re doing exactly what the old man wanted us to.�
�What? Working together?�
�No. Jumping through hoops to the tune he�s whistling, even from the grave.�
Jerzy gave me a long stare. His eyes were never hard to read when it came to compass points � mad, thoughtful, challenging, whatever. But looking for any kind of detail in those eyes was nearly impossible.
Finally, he just shrugged himself and said, �Whatever. I do what I want to do. I don�t give a shit if it happens to be what someone else wants, too. They don�t matter. And that includes the old man.�
Yeah, I thought. Except your voice gives you away.
As much as my brother hated the old man, like I did, he idolized him, too.
Standing on the train, swaying as it clacked its way down the track, I guess you could say that in my own way, I did, too.
Speedo�s bar was as big a shithole as Jimmy�s apartment. Aside from the few stray dollars that must come in from the dregs of the boozers, I don�t think Speedo was any better off for having won possession of the bar. Hell, Jimmy probably makes more slinging parking stubs out at Comiskey. And he gets out in the sun for that.
�I got this,� Jerzy told me as we came through the door. �I�m about fed up with this gimpy motherfucker, anyway.�
Our good cop/psycho abusive cop routine worked pretty well on Jimmy, but Speedo was probably another matter. Jerzy had already visited him, so he didn�t really need the good cop.
The bartender looked up once we were a few steps inside. �Aw, fuck. You again?�
�Hello, Tommy,� Jerzy said, his voice smooth and deadly.
Tommy the bartender didn�t look like any slouch. He was stocky, built like a fireplug, but Jerzy�s had forty pounds plus on him. His eyes were wary but calm. I put some space between Jerzy and I, just in case he had a gun under the bar.
�Where�s your boss, buttfuck?� Jerzy asked, his polite tone contrasting with his choice of words.
A little flare of anger flashed in Tommy�s eyes, but his only reaction was to clench his jaw slightly. �Speedo�s not here.�
�Bullshit.�
�No bullshit. He�s gone home for the day.�
Jerzy nodded like he believed him. Then he ambled up to the bar and took a seat. �Well, me and my brother here will have a drink and wait for him. Hit me with a double of Grandad�s. Neat.� He glanced over at me. �He�ll have a Roy Rogers.�
Tommy�s expression softened slightly at the jibe. He poured Jerzy�s drink and slid it in front of him wordlessly. Then he looked over at me.
I sat down several bar stools away. �Roy Rogers was a cowboy,� I said �and I�m a city boy.� I motioned at Jerzy�s glass. �Same as him.�
Tommy poured and slid and said not a word. Jerzy watched and when I had my glass, he raised his own.
�Na zdrowie.�
I smiled. �Slainte.�
He smiled back.
We drank.
Jerzy slammed his glass down on the bar, causing Tommy to jump a little. Jerzy�s grin turned cruel. The glint in his eye had a sadistic shade to it. He crooked a finger at Tommy and beckoned him close.
Tommy leaned in. I could tell he didn�t want to, but he must have known it would have been a mistake not to. I half-expected Jerzy to jack him in the face with a sucker punch, but he didn�t. When he spoke, he sounded almost friendly.
�The thing is, Tommy, I know you�re fuckin� covering for your boss. I know he�s in the back room.�
�He�s not.�
Jerzy raised his hand to stop the protest. �I think it�s the stand up way to be, Tommy, my man. Anyone who dimes off his buddies or his boss that easy is a piece of dog shit, you ask me.�
Tommy didn�t reply.
�But,� Jerzy continued, �here�s the rub. We�re going to sit here and sip Granddad�s on the house, my brother and me, until that old, gimpy, fucking worthless whore�s son comes out of the back room. Or until I lose my patience and just head on back myself. Either way, I�m going to find him and then I�ll know you lied to me, Tommy.�
Tommy eyed him carefully, but said nothing.
�Then we got a problem,� Jerzy said. �As much as I admire a stand up guy, I fucking hate being lied to. I know, I know, the two things don�t seem to go together. But that�s me. I�m like that Sesame Street song about one of the things that don�t belong? Only all four belong, even though they�re different. What do they call that, Mick?�
�A paradox,� I said.
He snapped his fingers. �That�s it. A fucking paradox.� He turned back to the stocky bartender. �So Tommy, what that adds up to is that I�ll be so pissed that you lied to me that I�ll fuckin� shoot you in the face until your own mother would swear she was looking at meatloaf and not her baby boy. And then, I�d tell some other guy in a bar in some other city over drinks what a stand up a guy you were. �Tough old bastard,� I�ll tell my drinking buddy. �Held his ground and didn�t break. Definitely old school.� And we�ll drink to your memory, Tommy. Cause that�s all you�ll fucking be. A memory. And nothing more.�
I kept a straight face, but I had to admit I was impressed. Jerzy struck me as a one-trick pony. Bull in a china shop and that�s all. But here he was showing a different play.
Tommy stared at Jerzy for a long while. Finally, he tossed the towel on the bar. �You�re right. He�s in the back. Second door. Same one you was in before.�
�Thanks,� Jerzy said congenially.
Tommy didn�t say a word. He walked to the corner of the bar, grabbed a light jacket and held it in the crook of his arm. �I fucking hate this place, anyway,� he said.
Jerzy and I exchanged a glance. I couldn�t say I blamed him.
Tommy the bartender walked out without another word. He didn�t bother looking back or locking up.
Jerzy slid off his barstool. I realized he knew the whole time where Speedo was. He�d only played Tommy for the sport of it. To dominate another human being. To break him.
And he was good at it.
He headed down the hall, and I followed.
Jerzy didn�t bother knocking on the office door. He jiggled the knob. When it didn�t give way, he simply booted the door open. It sprang open like it was going to come off its hinges. Inside the room, Speedo sat behind his desk, watching porn on a small TV. His eyes snapped to Jerzy and then to me as I followed him inside.
�Put your pecker away,� Jerzy told him, �or I�ll be tempted to rip the little sprout right the fuck off.�
�Wha-?� Speedo started to say, then cut himself off. He wriggled in his seat and pulled his pants back up to his waist.
Jerzy stopped in front of the desk. �You are a fucking lying cunt, Speedo.�
�How�how�s that?� He licked his lips and swallowed.
Jesus, I thought. If he isn�t the guiltiest person I�ve ever seen, I don�t know who is.
�Are you really going to fucking sit there with your pants unbuttoned and half a hard on and fucking lie to me?� Jerzy asked, his tone incredulous. He glanced over at the TV. �Is this gay porn?�
�No!� Speedo protested.
�Looks gay,� Jerzy said. Then he pushed the small TV off the desk with one massive paw. It crashed onto the floor. A small tendril of smoke rose in the air from the smashed pieces of the TV.
�Hey, kid-� Speedo began, but Jerzy cut him off.
�Don�t give me any of that kid shit,� he said. �I�m not a fucking kid and even if I was, I ain�t yours. What I am is the guy you laid some bullshit on a couple of days ago.� Jerzy grinned at him, but there was no humor in it, and no mercy that I could see. �And I don�t like being lied to. Especially by gimpy old rat fuck, bar stealing, big mouthed, gay porn watching pieces of donkey shit named Speedo.�
�I-�
Jerzy hit him so fast that even I didn�t see it coming. He had to lean across the desk to do it, but even so, he caught Speedo flush on the jaw with considerable force. The punch drove the old guy back in his chair. The floor must have been smooth and the wheels well oiled, because he flew straight back, hit the wall and bounced forward. When he landed on his knees where his chair used to be, I could see his head was spinning.
�Don�t you fucking get up,� Jerzy growled. �Because next time, I�ll put you through that wall.�
Speedo took a moment to get his equilibrium back, then looked up to Jerzy. His expression was hard, but he kept both knees on the floor.
Jerzy pulled out his gun and set it on the desk in front of him. �Tommy moved on to greener pastures,� he told Speedo. �So there ain�t a soul to hear this gunshot that gives even half a shit about you. That�s why I�m not going to bother with a silencer when I fucking kill you.�
Speedo struggled to keep a game face on, but it was clear that Jerzy wasn�t kidding. Tears welled up in the old man�s eyes, but he kept his jaw set. He didn�t bother looking to me for mercy.
�You�ve got one chance and one chance only to save your miserable shitty life,� Jerzy said. �You want that chance?�
There was a pause, but then Speedo nodded slightly.
�Good.� Jerzy picked up the gun and it disappeared under his light jacket. �We know you�re the double crossing asshole in this scenario, Speedo. Jimmy did time. Our old man lammed it. But you? You did just fine. Maybe you lost the jewelry, but you made out okay. So Jimmy and our pop have a score to settle with you. And seeing as how the old man ain�t here to collect on that debt, we will.�
�What do you want?� Speedo croaked.
�I just want to kill you,� Jerzy told him. Then he motioned toward me with his head. �But he wants to talk to you about some shit.�
Speedo turned his attention to me. I stepped around to the side of the desk and leaned toward him. �It�s simple,� I said. �The cops got the necklace, but not the earrings. Where are the earrings?�
I expected him to lie some more, so I was surprised when he just deflated. He reminded me of how done Jimmy was. Done with life, done with putting up a fight.
�Your dad had �em,� he said, his voice empty.
�I know that,� I lied. �Where�d he put them?�
I expected him to say he didn�t know and then I�d have to turn Jerzy loose on him, but he surprised me again.
�He�s got a safe deposit box,� Speedo whispered hoarsely.
�Where?�
�Bank of America. The one just south of North Avenue and Damen.�
�Under what name?�
�His name,� Speedo said.
I thought about that a second, then looked over at Jerzy. �We�re his heirs. We should be able to access the account.�
Jerzy nodded.
�Nope,� Speedo said.
We both looked at him. �Nope?� I repeated. �What�s that supposed to mean?�
�It�s a password account. Anyone can access it, as long as you know the account holder�s name and the password.�
Jerzy squinted. He looked over at me. �You ever hear of this shit?�
I shrugged. I didn�t know a ton about banking. It didn�t sound too secure, but I guess it allowed someone to set up an account so that anyone else they wanted to get access could do it. �It�s not like someone is going to walk in and guess the password. That�d take forever.�
�Yeah,� Speedo said. The word came out almost as a sigh.
Jerzy�s eyes narrowed. �You�ve been trying, haven�t you?�
Speedo nodded, resigned. �Every Friday. The guy at the bank is convinced I�m Gar�s cousin and I just don�t have a good memory.�
�Bullshit.�
He shrugged. �Bankers aren�t the smartest motherfuckers on this planet, kid.�
�So you don�t know the password?�
�If I knew the password, I�d be in Barbados right now.�
We all three fell silent for a few moments. I stared at Speedo. Best as I could figure, he was telling the truth. After a while, Jerzy pointed a thick finger at Speedo. �If I find out one thing you�ve told us today is a lie, I�ll come back here and finish this. You get me?�
Speedo nodded. �I get it.�
�I mean it,� Jerzy said. �I�ll take a week to kill you. I�ll take my fucking time.�
�I said I get it.� Now he did sigh. �The account is there. If you know the password, the earrings are yours.�
Jerzy nodded, then turned and left the office. I followed him.
Outside the bar, he took a deep breath and let it out. �Whattaya think, Hero?�
�He�s telling the truth.�
�No shit. I mean about this account. What�s the password?�
�I have no clue.�
Jerzy scratched his cheek, contemplating. Then he said, �Look, I got some other business to take care of. Let�s think this through and figure out what password the old man might�ve used or who might know it. We can meet for breakfast and make a plan.�
�Sounds good.�
He pointed his meaty finger at me this time. �Don�t you go to that fucking bank without me.�
�You, either.�
He smiled. �As long as we both agree.�
�We agree.�
�Well, then I�ll see you tomorrow. There�s a diner a few blocks away from that bank. Piccolo�s or something like that. Get there early enough to get a corner booth.�
I�ll get there when I get there, I thought, but I nodded.
Jerzy nodded back. He turned on his heel and headed toward the train stop. I followed, but not too close.
We were both thinking.

TWENTY-ONE

Jerzy
By the time we get back to Union Station, it�s like four thirty in the afternoon already. Mick and I split up as soon we step off the train. He�s sick of me and I�m sure as hell sick of his ass.
�Hey,� he says.
I�m already walking away and checking things out. It�s crowded as hell in here right now and I just want to get to the car.
I stop and turn. �What?�
�Nine o�clock at the diner, Piccolo�s or whatever it is? The diner, then we both go to the bank. Are we square on that?�
�Christ, Hero. Yes, I got it, yes. Okay? So, see you then, huh?� I�m casually looking around but I got to get out of here now. Too many damn people.
�Well, all right. Be thinking on that password, too.� He�s still giving me that prying cop look. I think he knows something else is going on with me and its driving him nuts not knowing what it is.
�Yeah, okay, sweetheart. Love ya. Mean it.� I give him my best fuck you smile and walk away.
I make my way to the station parking lot quickly. Once I get in the rental car, I realize I don�t have any solid plan until tomorrow morning. One thing�s for sure, though. I need to stay low, somewhere safe. I�m beat to shit after the last two days and need a place I can relax a little. The Hilton at O�Hare is supposed to be for the final jump off and I don�t want to waste it, but I�ll use it if I have to.
First things first, though. I do a routine check of my gun, clip and the extra clip I always carry in my jacket. Then I pull out my cell phone. It�s been off since I met up with Mick and we did the �come to Jesus� meetings with Speedo and Jimmy. Seven missed calls, four of them are numbers I don�t recognize, two from Patrik and one from Ania.
The four numbers I don�t know didn�t leave any messages, just hang-ups, but those are messages in their own way. All are Chicago area codes and all are trouble. I never get that many calls in one afternoon. The Russians have got my number somehow.
There are three voicemails though, two from Patrik and one from Ania.
I give the stray people walking around the parking lot a quick glance. Look at parked cars, too. Nothing catches my eye.
I start out with Patrik�s two voicemails.
�My brat, it is me. Hope you are okay. Call me, but only from your cell. We must meet and talk. There have been developments in our investment venture and you will need to deal strictly with our East Coast business.
�Our competition is everywhere and they are focusing everything on three major marketing areas now; New York, New Jersey and Boston. They also have recently hired a former employee of ours. Despite all of this we are handling things well. They are making bad decisions, acting without strategy.
�I have sent my Tato and some others on a well deserved vacation and they are fine. Business is good but it is a very busy time. Many needs and priorities but I think in the end, we will have a good year.
�I know you are very busy, too, but call me soon. As soon as you can, eh?�
His voice sounded bad, like he had aged ten years. Tired, worried and stressed, big time.
The next message from him, that came in an hour later was shorter and to the point.
�Don�t call me. Instead, meet me at my Uncle�s house where we used to skip school all the time. I think you will remember this house well, because you will remember Brygida, eh?�
I heard him give a sigh and then a quiet laugh.
�It must be tonight at seven thirty, sharp. In the last few days there have been many personnel changes. Some have gone on to work elsewhere and some others have taken an early retirement. Talk only to me and if I�m not there, leave.�
Patrik is getting pretty good at this coded language bullshit. I think he�s worried about the Feds with their little wiretaps too. I delete both of his voicemails and look slowly around the garage again. There is absolutely nothing going on out there, just a bunch of assholes walking around. I gotta get going though. It�s just one of those gut feelings I get and I always listen to my gut.
His uncle Teodor�s house had been the place we always used to meet up, once upon a time. Patrik�s uncle and aunt worked full time all day, every day, and Patrik had a key. It was a little row house in Wicker Park and we had the place all to ourselves during the day. Well, us and the older girl who lived next door. She was like eighteen or some shit and we had been, what? Maybe fourteen, fifteen at most? She was the first for me and it hadn�t been just a one-time thing, you know? So, oh yeah, I remember Brygida.
Wicker Park was then, and still is today I guess, the fucking heart of Chicago Polonia, just northwest of the old Polish Triangle. The house is on Ellen Street, quiet and safe, ten or twelve blocks northwest of Ambrozy�s.
I look at the time on my phone and it�s about five thirty. Good shape on time. I�m dragging ass, though, big time. Might get over there a little early and just hang, watch things. I got no better offer than Patrik�s right now, anyway.
Starting the car and lighting up a smoke, I listen to Ania�s voicemail before backing out.
�Jerzy, hey, me. I uh, I hope you�re doing okay. Patrik told me there is a lot of trouble going on right now and that you�re in the middle of it. He also told me you probably wouldn�t be around for a while. He wouldn�t say much else. But I don�t want to talk to Patrik, anyway. I want to talk to you. I want to see you. Call me. I don�t do this alone thing very good.�
There was a long pause, like she wanted to say something more, but then she just signed off with a sexy, �Want you now. Call me��
And I do call her, because I don�t know how much time I�ll have tonight or where I�ll be and what I�ll be doing. I get her voicemail, though, and leave her a quick message. I�m half disappointed and half glad I don�t reach her. Don�t ask me how to explain that, but that�s exactly how I feel.
On my way to the house in Wicker Park, the traffic is shit, so I keep thinking about Ania. Her voicemail had been tense, a little pissed off and really sexed up, all at the same time.
That was good, though. I like it when a woman goes nuts without me being there, all that sexual tension shit. Makes the hooking back up all that much better. It would also make skipping out of town an easier proposition for me to offer up to her.
I�ll tell her the right things. Come with me, babe. I need you in my life. I can�t stand us being apart. I was nothin� before I met you. All of that good shit. She�ll look at me with those ice blue eyes and follow me in a heartbeat.
Problem is, I won�t just be saying that shit to be saying it. I�ll mean it. Hey, is she a great in bed? The best ever. Is she easy on the eyes, don�t talk too much and great to show around? Yes, she�s all that shit, all that and more. It�s the more part that has me hooked. Hell, I need her as much as she needs me and that is a first ever feeling.
In a way, she�s as dangerous for me as the Russians are right now, just a different flavor. But it�s always like that with women. Difference is, I finally found one that�s worth it.
While I�m thinking all this shit, I almost miss my exit and have to do a quick move one lane over, and then another. I cut off some fucker in a Hummer and he gives me the horn, but hey, that�s everyday shit in Chicago. At the light I turn onto Milwaukee Avenue and I can feel it right away. And what I�m feelin� ain�t good.
Okay, it�s time to stop daydreaming here, dickhead. Pay some attention.
This is my old stomping grounds, my turf, but it�s no man�s land now. A week ago, I could�ve walked down this street like a Polish prince but there�s a war going on now. It also don�t help that there ain�t really that much real estate in between the Russian and Polack neighborhoods.
I haven�t seen a paper or listened to the news at all but there�s no doubt our hit on old man Skansi and his old lady has blown things up. Patrik will give me the line score, but I can imagine things have been hopping since. It�s in the air all right. Like I said, you can tell things are tight.
Down a couple blocks, on my left, I drive by two marked police cruisers sitting in an empty parking lot. Driver side to driver side, like they do. As I pass, I don�t need to look at them to know they�re looking at me, or at the car, or both. This rental had been a good idea. It might just save my ass.
Two blocks more and I turn onto North Paulina. I�m a street away. I look at my watch and it�s like a quarter to seven already. Like I said, the traffic was shitty getting here and it slowed me down. The sun is already down and it�s definitely getting dark now.
I drive up on the dark house on Ellen Street and realize that old uncle Teodor has got to be dead by now. Hell, he was almost sixty back then and the poor bastard was still laying brick. If he ain�t dead, he�s sure as shit drooling on his pajamas in an old folk�s home. His wife was older than he was, so I�m sure she�s checked out.
About half the houses on the street have lights on, inside and out. I cruise by slowly. These are the typical neat little two and three story brick houses. All lined up in a row. You see them everywhere in the city. Postage stamp yards and little black iron fences. A fucking nightmare for a guy like me to ever live in, but for the immigrants who came here once upon a time, it was heaven on earth.
I can also tell that this section of the neighborhood has turned into a trendy ass little area over the years. Still Polacks around here and all, but they got money now. They�re softer and spoiled. I�m sure they like to have long meaningful conversations with their neighbors over glasses of good wine. Nice cars with blond wives from fucking Iowa or some shit. A far stretch from the tough shits before them who fought, cheated, worked, sweat and scratched for everything these little pukes were now enjoying.
It�s quiet, hardly any traffic and not any kids. I drive around a couple of blocks for a few minutes more, check my gun, check it again and then circle back onto Ellen Street.
I�ll have to park on the street like everybody else so I find a place about six houses away on the other side of the street. Last thing I want to do is park right the hell in front. I don�t waste any time turning the car off. My watch says ten after. I lean back, smoke and wait. It�s getting much darker now and the old fashioned globe streetlights flicker on. I�m looking at the rearview mirrors as much as I�m looking at Uncle Teodor�s old house up ahead. I smoke and wait some more.
It�s time and as I walk up the sidewalk past the other houses, I�m thinking about why Patrik needs to see me so bad. Why wouldn�t he want to stay away from me instead? He�s got plenty of problems as it is.
Part of me just wants to accept it for what it probably is, an old buddy trying to help another one out. I got made and he knows I�m in trouble.
Another part of me wonders, though. I told him I wouldn�t be coming back for a long time. I mean, we�re square money wise and he don�t owe me a thing. So, are we really that tight, or what the fuck?
I guess we�ll see, because like I said, I got nowhere better to go right now. When I reach his uncle�s house, both my hands are in my jacket pockets, my right one has the Beretta.
I notice that there is a street light right in front of the house next door. It�s out. Chance? Maybe, but the rest of them are all on, up and down the street.
The iron gate squeaks a little as it opens and closes. I take it nice and slow up the brick steps then onto the dark porch. There�s still no lights on inside that I can see. I can�t find a doorbell either so I knock soft, twice.
I�m standing sideways, so I can do the parrot eyes on the door and the street.
Nothing. All quiet. No traffic, no walkers.
I reach, knock again and then in the distance I see headlights sweep the end of the block. The car is headed down the street slow, towards me. I check with my thumb and make sure the gun�s safety is off. I�m ready to party if that�s what happens.
I knock again real quick, then kind of use one of the porch pillars as a block. It�s dark as hell, but I�m not taking anything for granted tonight. The car goes under a light about four houses down and it looks like a silver Lexus. It glides by at about ten miles an hour but it doesn�t slow down either. I watch the taillights until whoever it is turns onto Hermitage Avenue at the end of the block.
I put an ear to the door trying to pick something up. Nothing, I don�t hear a damn thing. I pull my gun out now and hold it straight down along my leg, reaching for the knob with my free hand.
Then from nowhere comes, �Mister Jerzy.� Low and quiet but it gives me a jolt anyway.
Crouching down out of instinct, I pivot to the side and go to a knee but I can�t see him. I know the accent and deep voice, coming from the side of the porch. Hey, crew cut was a damn good man in the park, but tonight, who knows?
�It is Andros,� he whispers hoarsely. �No problems.�
I�ve got the gun on where I think he is but I don�t say anything.
I see him now as he stands up real slow from the bushes lining the porch on the left. I have a porch rail to jump over on my right or we can just shoot each other, right here, right now. I quickly decide against both. I mean, what the fuck, if he had wanted to shoot me I�d be dead already.
�Like I said before, big guy, just Jerzy okay? None of that mister shit.� I watch the large dark shape of Andros as he walks around the porch rail and up the steps.
He�s holding what looks like a Mossberg 500, pistol grip and he has a shoulder holster on too. Dressed in a black sweatshirt and dark pants, I can barely see him.
�Yes, of course. We must go in now, it�s not good out here and Mr. Dudek is very anxious to see you.� He sees my gun but doesn�t say anything.
Inside, it�s almost darker than the porch, but there is a faint light coming from what looks like the kitchen area in the back of the house.
The open living room we walk into is not wide but very long. It�s unlit too but I can still see that it and the rest of the house, has been totally redone. Sleek furniture, nice polished hardwood floors, modern accessories, all the latest shit.
At the base of the stairs I see the outline of another shotgun leaning against the rail. Andros heads up the stairs to the second floor and I follow. We go down a hallway heading towards an open door and a lighted room.
Patrik walks out as we�re approaching.
�Heyyy, Jerzy.� He looks tired but his eyes are all jazzed up. The smile on his face is forced.
�Yes, I�ll have a drink.� I smile back at him and decide to holster my gun.
He gives me a quick hug, then grabs my shoulders, gives me a little shake. �Are you and I good?�
What the fuck does that mean?
�Hey,� I say, �we�re all square by my count.�
He holds my eyes for a long second, smiles that razor thin spooky ass grin of his and then turns away.
�Want to buy this house? I sunk thousands into it and now can�t unload it.� He tries to laugh at that but just ends up clearing his throat.
Andros and I get ushered into a study, lined with bookcases, floor to ceiling. There are several big windows that have the blinds shut and drapes pulled. Andros stays in the doorway, filling it up.
�Can�t afford it, Patrik. I don�t think I want to know how much these row houses go for these days.�
It�s like he didn�t even hear what I said. He just stares at me again and I can tell he�s feeling the pressure. Big time.
�Sorry Jerz, but no drinks tonight. Sadly, there is not time anymore for you and me. To remember, to laugh and to drink to ourselves. There is a bottle of whiskey for you later, though.� Patrik points at it on the desk and I see something else too just before he pockets it with his other hand. A small baggie of snort, I think, at least I�m pretty sure it was.
�That shit will kill you, Patrik.� I look at him closer and can tell I was right on what I saw. �It�s one thing to sell it but�hey, whatever, I ain�t gonna sit here and lecture you.�
�That would be a very good idea.� He gives me a look and I stare right back.
Well fuck you too, I think to myself. Then he looks over at Andros and scowls at him, angrily waving him into the room. All impatient, and way coked up.
The big man just nods, coming all the way into the room. As usual his face is blank, showing no emotion.
Patrik sits down hard in one of two leather chairs and motions me to sit in the other. He runs his hands through his hair, then puts his elbows on his knees and just stares at the floor.
When he looks up again, his face is like stone. No, I can see there won�t be any talk of the good old days or happy ass toasts, or any bullshitting around at all this time. None of that. This will be all business.
�We must talk.�
�Floor is all yours, governor.� I look him straight in the eye and wonder just where this little ride is going.
�First, I must tell you that we are safe here. I have two men on each end of this street. There is another man inside the house with us, and, of course, Andros, who I trust like a son. No one else knows we are here. No one even knows this is one of my homes. No one.�
�Another guy in the house?� I hadn�t seen anyone else on the way in.
�He�s in the kitchen. There is a backdoor there.� Patrik was looking up and talking to the ceiling now. I imagine he is looking up there for some kind of answer out of all this shit.
�This other guy, is it Dobry?�
�Dobry is dead.�
I didn�t pause.
�Too bad. I liked the kid.�
�I had him killed.� He looks at me for a reaction.
My reaction is to show him my left hand. �I�m going to smoke, Patrik.� I�m still doing the stare down with him. He can�t match me and looks at the floor again. I reach into my pocket, pull out a smoke and light it up. The real discussion, the real talk is coming. Whatever that may be.
He doesn�t have a gun and there isn�t one in sight, but I don�t think it�s going to be anything like that, anyway. I glance at Andros who is leaning against the back of a couch now with his big arms crossed, the Mossberg propped against his leg. Pistol holstered. He�s looking down, too.
�Did he flip on you? Dobry, I mean.�
Patrik doesn�t answer me, it�s like he�s talking to himself. �We have lost six more men since we took Skansi out. Six good men in less than two full days. That�s six killed. Several more have deserted me.�
�Well, I can think of five people the Russians definitely lost.�
He doesn�t react to that, either. His face is pale and slack, no expression at all. Again, he just keeps talking. �The little killer from the West Coast has already been taken out because they think he helped you and we let it happen. That little bastard is not one of the six I�m counting.�
�Okay?� I�m still not sure where this is headed.
�Kos?� He asks me this right out of the fucking blue, like I mentioned it or something. Before I can answer, he goes on. �He will die tonight. We have found him, know where he is. It will be easy.�
�Well, the only thing I don�t like about that is I won�t be the one killing him.�
�Dead is dead.�
�True, but I�d sure like to see it.�
He shrugs, and sighs, �Here�s the truth, my friend.�
I take a deep drag and I see Andros push off the couch and walk to a roll top desk in the corner. I�m ready, watching him like a fucking hawk, but all he does is grab an ashtray and comes back over with it.
�This is the only kind of situation where the truth is any good, eh?� I smile and he doesn�t.
�I sacrificed Dobry. Killed him and then delivered his body to them. To the Russians.�
�Some kind of truce or a deal?�
�We have been in relayed communications off and on with them the last two days. A group flew into Chicago the very night Skansi was taken out. In this group was Nikolay Popov, the number three man for them in New York. He is a tough bastard. Young, hungry and merciless. It�s the very worst thing that could have happened for us.�
I didn�t say anything. Just put the cigarette out and kept listening.
�He has brought more people. Not out of some respect or revenge for Skansi. The New Yorkers see the opportunity for Popov to pick up the pieces, set up shop. He has vowed to get those who killed Skansi but only to gain loyalty with the ones still here.�
�So, are you losing, Patrik? Are you fucked? The truth, as you said.�
�Yes and no.�
�Right. What the fuck does that mean?�
�We�ve killed many of their men that you won�t ever hear about in the news. They have killed many of ours. Both sides have been recruiting new men. But if they knew how weak we really are right now, there would be none of this peace talking between us. Are we losing? Yes. Fucked? No.�
�So, Dobry was an offer of some kind, then?�
�Yes, but it will never be Andros. They don�t know about his involvement and it wouldn�t matter to me if they did. Never Andros.� He slid a quick look over to Andros and nodded at him.
�Well, that�s fucking swell. I�m sure Andros is glad to know that he won�t be getting thrown under the bus. Not tonight, anyway, huh?� I decided on the spur to get a little shitty with him. Get the all the fucking cards laid out on the table, like right now. �So how �bout that third guy involved Patrik? Just where the fuck does that asshole stand with you?�
I notice Andros turn his head slowly to look at his boss. He looks like a big dog that�s just waiting for a reaction from his owner. Waiting for a look.
�Jerzy, that guy stands where he has always stood with me. There is personal and there is business, though.� He�s holding his two hands out like weight scales. Now, Patrik does smile and it�s about the worst smile I ever saw. �First of all, I did not put Kos in that park, fate did. I did not think the Russians would be this strong, but they are. And if my plan was to have you go the way of Dobry, you would already be dead.�
�Keep going.�
�I, of course, do not trust any deal making with them but I�m buying time by showing this supposed effort to settle our differences. I�m buying time that I desperately need to keep adding new men. I told them just this morning, I said; Chicago has always been big enough for everyone.�
I change gears and go the other way now. Not as shitty.
�Besides this fucking state of the union address tonight, why am I here, Patrik?�
�I have told them that you acted on your own, out of some personal vendetta that goes back to Bogdan Skansi.�
�Yeah, well, okay. I mean, I did get made in the park, so they�re gonna want me dead either way. Don�t matter whether you were behind it or not. I can understand you sidestepping that.�
�I also told them that if I find you, I will deliver you up, just as I did with Dobry.� His nose is starting to do the coke runs and he sniffs it back.
�There we go,� I say. �I knew you could finally spill it, my old kumpel, my old fucking pal. The sacrificing me like Dobry part, though, that I�m not so understanding about.�
It�s quiet for a second. I light up another cig and this time put the pack back in the pocket that has the Berretta in it. I lean back a little and casually look at him, no visible anger but I know he can feel the hate.
�Jerzy, this house is safe for tonight and tomorrow. This I swear to you. Andros goes with me now but I will leave the man down in the kitchen and one in a car outside for you.�
I just stare at him.
�After that, though, after four o�clock tomorrow afternoon, I cannot make any more efforts on your behalf.� He shrugs and puts a shaky finger across the bottom of his nose, sniffing again. �Sooner or later they, or we, will find you in Chicago. This is a fact, Jerzy. You know that. Earlier, you mentioned to me that you were leaving for a long time. Please do that. Go away�far away.�
I glance at Andros and his chin is down, staring at his shoes.
Sighing, I stand up, with my hands in my pockets. Patrik�s eyes follow me up. Andros is watching me very close now, too, his hand going slow but sure to the pistol grip.
Time, everything, just kind of stops for a second. The air is a little thin in the room.
Without taking my eyes off Patrik, I say, �It�s okay, crew cut, stand down. I ain�t that dumb.�
Patrik gets up now.
�Look, Patrik, I�m a big boy here. There�s never any guarantees in what we do, huh? Never. I might have done the exact same thing you�re doing to me�but probably not.� I let that sink in a little. �I also know you didn�t have to do this tonight and I appreciate the chance you�re taking. The head start.�
�Very well. This is not a good day, huh? Time is very short. Goodbye, Jerzy. I must go now and take Andros with me.� He actually looks sad when he says it. I�m not some gullible asshole for sure, but I actually think he is.
I look over at Andros and give him a nod and he gives me one back.
�Patrik, I want to tell you something else. The offer of the house here for tonight is great but that just ain�t gonna work out too good for me. I�ll be walking out, side by side, with you.� I go over to the desk, pick up the bottle of Makers Mark. �And this.�
�Very well, but it�s perfectly safe here. I give you my word.�
�Yeah, I hear you, but you know, it�s that personal versus business thing you mentioned a minute ago, huh?� I mimic him from earlier, holding my hands out like scales and going up and down with them. �Besides, I might oversleep, or your watch might be running fast. You just never know about those things.�
Patrik flashes me that shark smile and then turns to Andros. �Call the car around, have them pick us up right now. We are very late.�
Andros gets his cell out and makes a quick call, speaking in Polish. All three of us head out of the room and down the steps.
When we get to the porch, the car has already pulled up and it looks like the same silver Lexus I saw earlier.
Andros leads the way down the steps to the car, head swiveling around in every direction. He�s got his shotgun in clear sight and ready. Patrik stops at the gate, looks back at me.
�Don�t ever let me see you again, my friend.�
�Yeah. Likewise. What would happen if we did, works both ways�promise you that.�
�Do widzenia,� he says and turns, getting into the car. Andros shuts Patrik�s door and doesn�t look back at me as he gets in the front passenger side. The Lexus slides smoothly away from the curb.
I don�t waste any time. I�m outta here too.

TWENTY-TWO

Mick
Around eight, my cell phone rang again. I glanced down at the number and even though I�d only seen it once before, I recognized it immediately.
�Hello?�
�It�s Ania.�
�I know.�
�I got someone to cover the rest of my shift. Can you meet me now?�
What did she think I�d been waiting for since she called? �Of course. Where?�
�Not my place,� she said. �It isn�t safe.�
�Someplace public?� I suggested. �A bar or some restaurant?�
She paused. �No.�
�A park?�
�I don�t think so. I need privacy.�
I swallowed, then asked. �A hotel?�
�That�d be best. Do you know The Drake Hotel?�
�That�s like asking if I know Wrigley field.�
She actually laughed a little. Just a small chuckle that lasted less than a second, but the sound was beautiful. �I guess you�re right. Sorry. Can you meet me there?�
�I can.�
�How soon?�
�Forty minutes or so.� I had to hop a train to get there.
�I�ll be there in fifteen. I�ll get a room. Ask for Mrs. Pierce at the desk.�
�Okay.�
She paused a moment, then said, �See you there, Mick. And thank you.�
I was too gaga over the way she said my name to say goodbye before she broke the connection. I stood at my kitchen counter, enjoying the fading, wispy tendrils of her voice in my ear before I grabbed my pistol, slid it into the small of my back and left my apartment.
I stood on the train, swaying in that familiar rhythm as I held the handle. I tried to shake off the fog in my brain that Ania had induced. Yeah, she was beautiful. Yeah, she had something else going on, something visceral and powerful and mysterious. But she was mixed up with Jerzy and worked at Patrik�s bar, which was basically the headquarters for the Polish mob in Chicago, so I had to be careful. I had to be smart.
That�s not always been easy for you where women are concerned, has it, Hero?
I heard Jerzy�s voice in my head when that thought passed through. A tickle of irritation sprang up in my chest, but I pushed it away. The thought was my own, Jerzy�s voice or not, and the thing is, it was accurate. Connie wasn�t the first mess I ended up in that centered around a woman. Even the deal that drove me off the job had a female element to it that was the same damn thing.
Of course, women make up fifty percent of the human race, so no big surprise that a lot of my problems would involve them, right? But it wasn�t that women were involved, though, was it? No, it wasn�t. It was how they were involved.
It was always the romantic connection. Always love or at least lust, and me being stupid about it. I picked out the ones who needed rescuing. Or the ones I knew would never stick around because they weren�t the type or they had something else going on. Hell, in Connie�s case, I had found both.
Why?
�Fuck it,� I muttered. I was glad the train car was mostly empty and there was no one to hear the crazy guy talking to himself. �Now is not the time to play psychologist.�
It wasn�t. It was time to see what this Ania wanted. See what her play was, because that�s what it was sure to be. Some kind of play.
Right?
I walked into The Drake and glanced around the lobby in as casual a manner as I could. I didn�t see anyone I recognized. No one seemed interested in me, even if I was a little under-dressed for their regular clientele. Of course, maybe I fit right in. We live in a casual age now, where billionaires wear blue jeans and their heirs wear flip-flops.
The Latino at the front desk wore a name tag that read �Jorge.� He looked up at me with a practiced smile. �Welcome to The Drake, sir. How may I serve you today?�
�I�m Mr. Pierce,� I told him. �My wife checked in a little earlier.�
�Of course,� Jorge said, his voice betraying only a hint of his native accent. He tapped the keys of the computer to his right. �She is in room 1789, sir. The elevator is right over there.� He pointed.
I thanked him and made my way through the lobby to the elevator. Another scan of the area came up with the same results. Nothing suspicious. No one seemed interested in me.
I stepped into the elevator and pushed the number seventeen.
Every meet has a feel to it. A vibe. It doesn�t matter if it�s on the dark side of the law or if it happens in a corporate board room. There�s always a character to each meeting, a tone. I didn�t feel like I was being set up here. At least not for something bad to happen to me at this meeting. I had no clue what Ania wanted, but I didn�t think it was to hurt me.
But could Jerzy have sent her? Did he want to eliminate me? Hell, would Ania even be the one to answer the door?
Only one way to find out.
I got off the elevator, headed down the hall and stopped at room 1789. The numbers on the door were ornate and stylish. The hotel spared no expense. Was this someplace a guy like Jerzy would set someone up to be killed? Somehow, I doubted it.
I stood to the side of the door, anyway. No sense in abandoning caution entirely. I gave the door three solid raps with my knuckles. My right hand closed around the grip of my pistol.
A few seconds later, the door swung open. Ania�s head poked out. When she saw me, her features lit up. �Good! You came.�
I released my hold on the gun.
�Come in,� she said, pulling the door the rest of the way open.
I walked past her into the hotel room. As I brushed close to her, I could smell perfume. It was light and airy but had a musky hint to it, like walking in the forest on a bright day where you could smell the earth beneath you.
She closed the door, then stood leaning against it. She took a deep breath and let it out. I stared at her, waiting. My entire body zinged with electricity, almost as if there had been a chemical reaction when I walked into the room with her.
Jesus, what was going on?
�I�m glad you came,� she said.
�So am I.�
�It�s asking a lot.�
�Not a lot,� I said. �It�s a short train ride, that�s all.�
She smiled, and looked away for a second. When she looked back, her eyes had an intensity to them that reached out and grabbed me in the chest. �No,� she whispered. �It�s more than that. And we both know it.�
I had no answer to that.
Ania pushed away from the door slowly. She walked toward me. No, flowed toward me is a better way to put it. Her eyes, those ice blue daggers, remained locked on mine with fiery intensity. She didn�t stop when she reached a comfortable talking distance. Instead, she slipped inside that range and kept going. Right up to me. She wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me to her. Her body pressed against me as her lips reached for mine.
I kissed her. It was the most natural thing I�ve ever done and the most powerful. The passion that blasted out to every corner of my body wasn�t like anything I�d ever felt before. Those previous times were pale shadows.
She was the sun.
She was -
Fuck!
I broke away and pulled out of her embrace. Her expression was full of surprise and hurt. �What�s wrong?�
�I don�t know,� I answered honestly. My heart was pounding. My body was alive and aching for her. �It�s all just�sudden.�
�Sudden?� she asked.
�Yeah.� I shook my head, trying to clear my mind.
�Sudden,� she repeated to herself, looking away. She shrugged. �Maybe I misunderstood. Maybe I made a mistake.�
I wanted to scream that she hadn�t made any mistakes, that everything was very right, but I forced myself not to answer.
She looked up at me. Now her pale blue eyes were rimmed with sadness. �I guess what I felt at the church, and at the bar, I guess that was just me. I thought there was some kind of connection between us. Something different, something I couldn�t quite explain, but�� she trailed off. Her eyes watered, but she looked away before any tears fell. �Maybe I was wrong.�
I stood in the entry way of that hotel room, my nerves jangled, my heart pounding, my cock raging and my voice stuck in my throat. All my life, I�d hoped for what she described. That magical connection. Didn�t everyone dream of that? Even those of us who refused to admit it? How else do all those romance books sell, if not to feed into that basic human desire?
And here it was. A beautiful, mysterious woman that I felt that immediate connection with. And she was standing in front of me, professing to feel that same connection. Was she lying?
No. Every fiber of my being told me she was sincere. All my street smarts and cop smarts told me the same thing. She was for real. And if I pushed this away because I didn�t have the guts to trust it, I�d spend the rest of my life regretting it.
I reached out and slid my hand along her cheek, resting it at the back of her neck. She needed no more encouragement than that. Her lips found mine again, kissing me without reservation. I felt heat from every direction and I poured that heat into her.
It was an hour later before we spoke another word. In the interim, only the moans and cries of pleasure and then the silence of satisfaction afterward filled the room. My clothes lay strewn across the pathway to the bedroom. She gave no reaction to the thudding sound my gun made when I dropped it to the carpeting at the side of the bed. Her eyes were alight with hunger and she�d pulled me onto her.
Lying beside her now, I listened to her breathing. The smell of her perfume, our sweat and sex, drifted in the air. She was tucked in next to me, her head on my chest, my arm draped over her. I felt like I could lay there forever.
�I wanted this,� she finally whispered, stroking the finger of my hand where it hung near her breast. �From that first moment I saw you in the church, I wanted this to happen.�
�Me, too,� I said softly.
�Is that horrible?� she asked. �To want something like this so badly at a time like that?�
�No. It is what it is. We�re human.�
�Some of us are,� she said. �Others, I don�t know.�
I felt my chest tighten a little. �You�re talking about-�
Her hand covered my mouth. �Don�t say his name. Not here.�
I waited until she removed her hand. Then I said, �But you�re with him. Why?�
She didn�t answer me for a long time. Her breathing was even and steady. I thought maybe she�d fallen asleep.
�I was afraid,� she finally said.
That didn�t make sense to me. �Afraid of what?�
�I see a lot of things in that bar. People meeting people, you know? The kind of people who didn�t want to be seen with the people they were meeting. And I heard things. Dangerous things.�
�So quit. The money can�t be that good.�
�The money is the best I can ever remember, at least for tending bar. But it isn�t the money that keeps me there. It�s the fear.�
�I�m still not following you,� I said, but with all the talk of her being afraid, I gave her a reassuring squeeze on her arm, anyway.
�I�m afraid that if I quit, they�ll get suspicious about what I might know and hurt me,� she said. �As long as I�m still there, I�m part of the group, so I�m safe. But if I leave��
Then I understood. �And he�s your way out.�
�I thought so, yes. He has the respect of those people. They�d let me go without suspicion if I was with him. He was strong enough to make it happen.�
A rush of sudden jealousy exploded in my chest. They say jealousy is green, but that�s not how it felt to me. It felt black and red and full of hatred. �So you got your wish. All you had to do was fuck him a few times.�
She turned her head, staring up at me in stunned silence. Tears sprang to her eyes. I felt a hitch in her chest. �What do you think I am? Some kind of whore?�
�I never said that. I said you fucked him.�
She shook her head. �I haven�t.�
It was my turn to be stunned. �You haven�t?�
�No. I�ve put him off.�
I looked at her, uncertain. �I wouldn�t figure Jerzy to be sticking around a woman in that situation.�
�Maybe I�m not just any woman.�
�No argument here.�
She smiled slightly, then shrugged. �He pushes, but I told him I want to take things slow.� She gave me an earnest stare. �But I don�t want to take things anywhere with him. I just want out. And from what I heard, he would only be here a few days. Long enough to leave with him, but a short enough time to��
�To lead him on and then cut and run once you�re clear.�
She nodded. A single tear rolled down her cheek. �I know that�s horrible, but it was a matter of survival. Patrik�s been looking at me in strange ways the last few weeks. And Andros, too.�
�Andros?�
�Patrik�s bodyguard. The big guy with a crew cut.�
�Oh.�
�I don�t know for sure what their intentions are, Mick, but I know they�re not good. So I took the opportunity when it came through the door.�
�So you�re clear,� I said.
�No. I don�t think so. In fact, I think I�m worse off than before.�
�Why?�
She let out a rueful laugh. �Why? He�s your brother, Mick. You know him. He�s more heartless than everyone in Ambrozy�s put together. He won�t keep taking it slow, no matter what I say. And now he�s told me things. Things about diamond earrings.�
I paused. So she knew about that.
Ania started crying in earnest. She didn�t make any noise, but her body hitched and jumped. Tears splashed onto my chest and rolled down my body. I held her close to me, my arms wrapped around her protectively.
When her tears dwindled, she spoke in the dim light of the room. �He�s going to kill me,� she said, her voice full of dread certainty. �As soon as he has the diamonds, he�ll realize I know too much. And when he figures out that I don�t really want to be with him, that�ll be the end. He�ll kill me.�
I tried to think about what she said, but I couldn�t. Or rather, it didn�t require thought. Her words rang true. Jerzy was a sociopath. If she kept refusing his sexual advances, he�d lose interest. Or simply take what she wouldn�t give. And if he thought she was a liability, he only knew one way to resolve that kind of problem.
I kissed the top of Ania�s head. �He won�t hurt you,� I told her. �I won�t let him.�
She started crying again, but this time it had a different tone to it. She squeezed me tight until her tears subsided. Then she slid up and kissed me gently on the neck.
�That is why I called you,� she whispered hotly into my ear. �I knew you were for real. And I knew there was something between us, something that could be for good.�
I swallowed. �Yeah,� I said. �I feel it.�
She put her head on my shoulder and ran her fingers across my chest, stroking it. �I don�t want to be afraid anymore. And I don�t want to be afraid of this. Of us.�
Us.
That word made my chest soar.
�I�m not afraid,� I told her.
�Good,� she said.
And it was.

TWENTY-THREE

Jerzy
For fifteen minutes I�ve been standing under a low tree, in the shadows and watching my car, the street, everything. Nothing going on, really. A few cars have rolled by but they knew where they were going. This street doesn�t get much traffic anyway.
My head is telling me to get going. I give each end of the street another look.
Fuck it. If you�re out here, come get me. I throw my cigarette away and walk to the car. My right hand is in my jacket pocket and the Beretta is there, too.
I start the car and pull out slow, heading down the block and out of the neighborhood. I leave the same way I came in; I turn onto Milwaukee Avenue and then get back on the Kennedy. I got no idea where I�m going, so I head north and take the first exit. There�s a stretch of fast food restaurants and chain hotels. I pull into a McDonald�s drive thru and get a coke, then I park in the back. I gotta think here for a minute.
I start going down a little checklist in my head.
This car will get made soon if it hasn�t been already when I got here earlier tonight. Tomorrow morning, before I meet Hero, I�ll turn it in and get another one.
But it ain�t tomorrow yet.
Need a place to stay and I guess I�ll use one of these hotels right around here. I still don�t want to stay at the O�Hare Hyatt. Showing myself around there too early and everything, you never know. Plus the diner and bank in the morning are so close from where I�m at I could piss on them from here.
On my left now. A car is sliding into the parking place beside me. I take a drink of my coke and then give the car a quick, casual glance. Just two little pukes. They hop out, all drunked up, slam their doors and laugh their way inside.
For a second, I think about calling Ania, sneaking over to her place. But shit, I know that won�t work. Her place, or even somewhere else, would be a mistake. I think it�s a pretty safe bet the Russians are tracking her and even Patrik is probably watching her now. I mean hey, me and her being hooked up ain�t exactly a secret. They�ll use her if they can. I�ll just have to wait to grab her when we make our jump.
Speaking of Patrik, I will get that fucker. Might take a long while, but it�ll happen. Oh yeah.
I take another sip of coke and look to my right at a tall green sign for a Holiday Inn Express about two blocks away.
As good as any other around here, I guess.
My cell phone is ringing. Fuck me.
I roll over and think it�s morning already but I can see through the curtains that it�s still pitch black outside.
Cell phone again, where the fuck is it?
The half bottle of Patrik�s Makers Mark that I drank, in like an hour, is not helping me here.
I�m stumbling my ass around the dark hotel room but then I see the cell light up as it rings. Over by the TV. I lunge at it just to shut it the fuck up.
The time on the phone says about three in the damn morning. The number calling is Ania�s.
I stare at that number for a second. A short second.
�Hey.� I sway to the left a little and put my hand on the desk to balance my drunk ass.
�You don�t know how good your voice sounds.� Her voice was soft but it has that edge to it again, that sex edge.
�You too, babe.�
�I know things are dangerous for you right now but I had to call.�
�I know. Believe me, I know.� My voice is slurred and my head is still swimming but I have a little more focus now. �Look, Ania, I want you, too. Real bad. Just another day or two and we�ll meet somewhere.�
�No.�
�What?�
�I mean no, it�s not that�it is, but�hold on.� There was some rustling around on her end.
�Sorry, had to switch hands. I�m driving.�
�Its three o�clock in the fucking morning. Where you at? What�re you doing?�
�That�s what I mean. Of course I miss you, want you, but what I�m calling about is I�m scared.� She sounds like she was crying now. �I need you to help me, baby.�
I stand up a little straighter and start pulling on my shirt. This is not good shit.
�What happened? Where the fuck you at? I�m on my way.�
�Earlier, midnight maybe, after I got off work at Ambrozy�s, a car followed me almost all the way home. It turned off, though. Then when I drove up to the apartment building there was another car with its parking lights on about a half block down and there were two guys hanging around the front door of the building too. I just took off. I�ve just been driving since then. I�� She started crying again.
�Take it slow and talk. Just breathe and talk.�
�I�m scared, Jerz. Real scared.�
�Slow down. It�s gonna be okay. Are you being followed now?�
�No. No way. I lost them.�
�You sure?�
�I�m sure.� She sniffs and coughs. �I lost them on the Eisenhower. Took an exit real quick and they missed it.�
�You sure?�
�Jerzy, yes. Yes.�
�All right, we shouldn�t do this but fuck it. Come to me. Holiday Inn Express, a block south off Damen and Armitage. Room 340.� I can�t believe I�m doing this but I am. She�s trouble, but she�s damn good trouble. I can smell her already. �Be real careful and watch for things.�
�Oh Jerz, I�m so scared. I�ll be there, I�ll be right there.�
�Ania. Park around back. Keep your eyes open.�
Twenty minutes later there is a light tap at the door. Damn, she must have been close.
I carry my gun over, look out the peephole and see that it�s her. She shoots a quick look down the hallway both ways and then stares straight at the door. She�s scared, no doubt about that.
I open the door, she walks in and I shut it right behind her. While I�m bolting the door she grabs me from behind with both arms around my waist and hangs on tight.
Her hand feels its way around and then squeezes me hard.
She turns me around to where I�m leaning against the wall. I rip two buttons on her blouse getting it off. She kisses me, hungry, with a vacuum lock and her breath is coming in quick bursts through her nose. Then both of her hands go to my chest and she breaks off the kiss.
�Don�t ever stay away from me so long again.�
I just look at her and smile.
She loops her arms around my neck and hops up, crossing her legs behind me. I take about three long steps to the bed and then we both pile drive into the mattress.
I park the new rental about a block away and walk down to the diner. The awning says Picco�s. I mean hey, I was close. Hopefully, Hero will figure it out. It�s only about eight forty five so it�s likely he ain�t here yet.
I should be dragging my ass, what with what went on last night and all, but damn if I don�t have a little spring in my step. Amazing what a good night will do for you. Taking that kind of risk had been worth it. If Ania had been any hotter, I would have gotten third degree burns. I hope she gets scared like that again soon. Real soon.
I walk inside Picco�s and it�s a pretty good morning crowd. Noisy, clinking plates and the food smells damn good. There�s a few empty tables and booths scattered around. I walk to a booth along the back wall.
�Morning.� A voice says from behind me as I start sliding into the seat.
�Hey, morning.�
I look up at her and she�s maybe forty. Has that �take no shit, I�m so bored with life and bored with you too� look. She�s got the most fucked up looking hair I�ve ever seen. It�s spiked up in every direction, dyed jet back and sections of that mop have bright red streaks running through it. Forty, trying to look twenty one. Nothing worse. Name tag says Kiki.
Kiki. I mean that�s just perfect, isn�t it?
�Sign says wait to be seated.� She rolls her head to the side and stares at me some more.
I look at her and smile. She stares back at me with a hand on her hip.
�I tried Kimmy, but when I saw your fucking hair it made me run over here to you. I just couldn�t help myself.�
Her eyes narrow, chin goes out and her mouth tightens up but she doesn�t say anything.
�Coffee, black.� I smile at her again.
�It�s Kiki.�
�Sorry, right.� I wink at her. �Thanks Kinky. Coffee, black. �
She gives me a pissed off glare over her shoulder as she storms off.
I look around the place just in case I didn�t see Hero when I first came in. I�m way more calm this morning, not so damn paranoid. Smoothed out and I have a certain little blonde to thank for that.
The fact that I�m not carrying should be bothering me too, but I left it at the hotel with Ania. She�s gonna be scared shitless all over again when she wakes up. Left her a note saying stay there and if you need it, my gun is in the drawer by the phone. Only if she needs it, I told her, otherwise leave the drawer closed. She hates guns but I figure it will help a little just knowing it�s there.
Up front now, I see Mick walk in and sure as shit he stands there like a goof waiting for the hostess to seat him. He even sees me and still waits.
Finally, some other waitress leads him over to the booth and he sits down. He looks like shit, tired and groggy.
�Morning, sunshine.�
�Hey.� He checks his phone, frowns and looks at the one page breakfast menu.
The bitch waitress comes back and plops my coffee down with a soft clang. She looks at Mick.
�Coffee, juice?�
�Sure.�
�Which?�
�Both please. I�ll have the number two, scrambled, bacon, white toast.� He points to it like she don�t know what the number two is.
She looks over at me.
�I�m not ready to order yet, honey bun.� I give her the smile again.
Off she goes, really pissed now.
�Why do you have to be that way?�
�What? She fucked with me before you even got here.�
�Right. Like she�s going to mess with a big badass like you.�
He�s looking at me like he wants to rip my head off or something. Things are good. I don�t need this shit.
�Hey, what�s a matter now, Hero? Your boyfriend dump your or something?�
�Fuck you,� he growls, but there�s not much bite there. He looks out the window. I don�t say anything this time but he�s starting to piss me off with his whiny ass attitude.
�Think about the password?� I ask him, deciding to change it up a little.
�Yeah, I thought about it and I�m sure you didn�t.�
�Okay, my turn. Fuck you, too, Hero. Jagoff.�
I keep looking at him but he just stares out the window.
�I think I know it.�
I thought on that for a second. He just gives me a kiss my ass kinda smirk.
�Okay,� I say. �Well, then, let�s hear it.�
�It had to be when he talked to both of us, right? Or at least, that�s what I�m thinking. Something that we both heard. There was a word in there at the end.�
�I already know what it is, smartass.�
That got him and he looks at me with his eyebrows all scrunched up. I look at him and smile. Take a slow sip of my coffee.
�The fuck you do,� he says, but I can hear the worry in his voice.
�Birthright.� I say to him and wink, not having a clue but also thinking he was onto something.
His turn to smile now. �Nope. It was something like that but he said it twice. Said it was important.�
I do know it now. I got a fuck of a lot better head and memory than Hero here thinks I got. I give him the blank confused look, though and frown. A look that says �dammit, I thought I had it�.
�I�ll tell you when we�re done eating here,� he says, �and I�m going take my time, too.�
I finish my coffee and wave at Kinky. �Whatever you say, Hero. You�re the brains of the outfit. I got no choice.�
The waitress comes up walking up with Mick�s coffee and juice.
�Be right back with your eggs,� she says to Mick.
�I�ll have another cup.� I slide it out to her slow. �Oh, and I�ll order now too. What he ordered, except runny eggs and put some hash browns on there for me. �Kay?�
As soon as she walks away I slide out of the booth.
�Gotta take a big, nasty dump to make some room for breakfast. I�ll be back, sweetheart.� I stop and tap the table. �Don�t eat my hash browns.�
I walk down along the long lunch counter but instead of going left towards the restrooms, I go right. There�s been a slight change of plans. I�m going banking. I start cutting through the tables towards the front.
Mick�s back is to the front door so he�ll be clueless. I�m two steps from the front door and I hear her. Loud, too.
�Hey! Where the hell you think you�re going?�
It�s the bitch waitress and she�s weaving her way towards me. People look up. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Mick look over his shoulder.
She walks up on me quick.
I look down at her and lean in with a soft voice. �Get the fuck out of my face, skank.�
She tries to grab my shoulder and I shrug her off. The stupid bitch loses her balance and falls against a table, knocking shit all over the place. A guy, I don�t know, maybe twenty five or so, stands up quick with orange juice all over his pants.
He looks down, looks at me and I look at him. Fucker comes around the table and bows up on me. He starts to say something but I just grab him around the throat with both hands, walk him back to his chair and plant him there. He can�t breathe and I loosen up. Some woman gasps from in back. I hear somebody yell a half hearted �Hey, what the��
�Listen up, pussy. Sit the fuck down here and eat your breakfast before I hurt you bad�got it?�
I still have him around the throat and the bitch waitress in back of me hauls off and kicks me in the leg. Now, I see a cook coming from behind the counter. I catch his eye and point at him with one hand.
�Tell you what, cookie. You take one step out from that counter and I�ll bang you up so bad you�ll be spitting blood till Friday. I�ll knock you the fuck into the middle of May.�
He freezes, but shit is getting out of control here.
From behind I get hit in the head with something but luckily it gives a little. I let go of the mope�s neck and turn around. Kinky is standing there, holding a big, plastic Heinz ketchup bottle like it�s a little club. She�s pissed but scared. The cap must�ve popped open when she hit me. Ketchup dribbles down her forearm like blood spatter.
I gotta admit, I just kind of lose it now. I go off.
I can see Mick in the background, getting up and out of the booth. So I decide what the fuck. This bitch is gonna pay.
She never sees it coming. I just shoot out a quick jab to her chin and cold cock her. I mean, she goes over like a light pole. All stiff and straight legged. Takes out another table full of shit on the way down. Pancakes and syrup, coffee, eggs and toast fly everywhere.
There�s a short, quiet scream and a few more gasps from the people in the diner. I glance down at her and she�s sprawled out in the pile of broken plates and spilled breakfasts on the floor.
I straighten my jacket and then hear Mick off my left shoulder.
�Where the fuck were you going, Punk?�
That�s when people really started scooching chairs, backing away and trying to be invisible. Mick ain�t no little fucker either and now him and I are getting all squared up on each other.
I look at him and smile.
�To the john, like I said, before Kinky here decided to butt her way into things.�
�The john is out there?� He points outside. His eyes are narrowed and he�s hot. He�s been pissed since he got here. He�s also standing there at a slight angle, one foot and leg a little out in front of the other. Like he�s about ready to do something.
�Don�t, Mick. I�m seeing red here. Just back the fuck off. For once, don�t try to be the hero.�
I see the eyes of a few people go to the door and I can hear traffic outside for a second. I turn around and there is some dumb shit with a newspaper under his arm, standing there, staring. His eyes are big and getting bigger as he takes the scene in. He backs out the same way he came in and the door shuts again.
I turn back to Mick and all I see is knuckles. I don�t know whether it was the punch or just the shock of him hitting me first, but I am out of it for a second. I stumble back and cross my arms over my face. It was a good thing too because he throws three more punches in a fucking heartbeat. Bastard is quick, just like me.
I back up for more space between us, bumping into a chair. I look at him and he is getting ready to fire some more shots. I kick the chair backward with my foot and there was another yelp from behind me. I move quick to my left to throw off any lunge from him and square up again.
�Okay, fucker.� I nod at him. �Okay, Hero. All right. Let�s go.�
At this point it�s library quiet in there and all these breakfast pukes had ring side seats. The loudest sound in the place was the food sizzling on the grill.
I walk in steady like I was going to brawl and dipped my right shoulder, feinting a wild ass right roundhouse punch. He went with it and then I hit him instead with a left hook, right in his side, up into the bottom ribs a little. It lands square. A hard, solid punch. Really hard. I hear a whoosh come out of him. It hurt him and I knew it.
He backs up, I lean in but then he steps in quick again and catches me with a motherfucker of a short choppy undercut. Right square under my jaw. He rocks my ass with that one.
My sight gets blurry and I�m foggy but I don�t back up. If I go backwards right now, he�ll follow that in. I�m a little shaky and if I give him an opening, he�ll take it.
He�s still got that little body twist going on with his side where I hit him. It�s like when you�re trying to hide something that�s hurt, but you can�t help favoring it. It just fucking hurts too much.
I�m not thinking or feeling at this point. We dance a little more and it�s what I need. Just enough time for my head to clear.
I come in on him. He throws a left at my head and I block it enough to where the punch lands on my cheek but there�s nothing to it.
We separate, but I come back at him again. I�m trying to crowd him, not letting him get off. He throws a jab and it connects with my nose. I back off and then charge right back in. This time, though, I do throw the roundhouse right. He thinks it�s like last time, that it ain�t coming. Bang. Right the fuck on his ear.
His knees go all shaky and I give him another hard left hook to the side, same place the first one landed. I put everything into it because the opening was there and I knew it would land.
He lets out a loud grunt and a yelp. He doubles over.
I take a slow step back.
He�s turned sideways to me now and stays bent over. His face is one big grimace.
This is over. Enough is enough. It is Mick.
It�s over, but I�m not done. One more, just for old time�s sake. I want him on the ground. I come in close and low, giving him an uppercut of my own.
He�s still bent over at the waist when he finally goes over and he catches the edge of a booth on the way down. On the floor now, he tries to get up to his knees but he can�t. Tries again and can�t. Then he just kind of curls up and gets still. I think he�s probably got one or two busted ribs. I watch him for a second more but he ain�t moving.
I realize I got to get the fuck out. I can�t believe nobody has called the cops yet. Probably too good a fight to watch. Plus, real fights never take too long. This ain�t a fuckin� movie.
I scan the room, looking at people square in the eye and moving on to the next.
�We�re both cops here, both undercover, so be smart and don�t get yourselves tangled up in this shit. This is a department problem and we�ll handle it. There�s two marked patrol units on the way.�
They all just stare at me with big eyes.
I take out a big wad of money and lay it on the lunch counter, next to that I lay two fifties.
The cook is looking at the money and the dollar signs are ringing in his head. He could give a fuck about the mess and his waitress on the floor.
�Cookie, first pile is for damages and the people with food on them. Plenty enough there. Plenty, and then some. The two Grants are for you and Kinky over there. For�you know, like, mental hardship.�
One more look over at Mick. This crazy shit might have worked out best. Probably bought me even more time. He still ain�t moving much.
But I am. The bank is less than two blocks down. My legacy is waiting for me.

TWENTY-FOUR

Mick
Everything hurt. My head, my side, my hands.
�Officer? You all right?�
I exhaled, and even that hurt. I kept my breathing shallow and blinked. Why was he calling me officer? I wasn�t a cop any more.
You was never one of us. Never a cop. Not for real.
�He�s a detective, asshole,� said another voice in a thick Chicago accent.
�How do you know that?� came the first voice again.
�He�s in plain clothes. �Sides, the other cop said they were detectives.�
�No, he said they were undercover.�
�Only detectives go undercover, dumb ass.�
�Like you know.�
I gave my head a little shake. Explosions of light and pain greeted that action, but things came into slightly better focus. I was lying on the diner floor. I could taste blood in my mouth. Several people stood over the top of me, looking down. Some had concern on their faces, but most just looked curious.
�You all right, detective?� asked a man in a Member�s Only jacket. His thick Chicago accent betrayed only marginal interest in my well-being. It was like he only wanted to know so he could round out the story he was going to be telling his buddies at the neighborhood bar later tonight.
�Fine,� I said, but my voice sounded funny to my ringing ears. There was a thick quality to it, like my internal software hadn�t reset to the point where the fine motor skills were running at a hundred percent.
�You don�t look fine,� Member�s Only said.
I was tired of this conversation already. I shook my head again, and this time the fireworks weren�t as pronounced. Everything started tumbling back into place. Jerzy. The earrings. The password.
The bank.
I pushed myself to one knee. The slicing pain in my ribs sent shock waves through my entire body. I needed to see a doctor. Probably get a CAT scan, considering the sledgehammer force of Jerzy�s punches. At least get these ribs taped.
Later.
After.
I grabbed onto the edge of a booth and pulled myself up to my feet with a grimace. There was a slight fluttering of �awwws� from the assembled group.
�You might want to wait for the ambulance, mister,� Member�s Only said. �That other cop hit you pretty hard.�
Other cop? I knew she was talking about Jerzy, but where did she get the idea he was a cop? Then I realized he must�ve lied about it to help cover his escape.
�No time,� I grunted. �How long ago did he leave?�
�A couple of minutes, is all. Less than five.�
I could hear sirens in the distance. Police, not ambulance. Maybe they were for me, maybe not. I couldn�t wait around to see.
�When the uniforms get here, tell them there�s a dope deal gone bad three blocks over.� I pointed in the opposite direction of the bank. �Tell them they�re looking for Officer Harding.�
�That�s you, right?�
�Yes, ma�am,� I said. Then I turned and staggered toward the door.
The chill April air cleared my head just a little more. I was able to churn myself up to a fast, shuffling walk, but when I tried to break into a trot, the pain was too much. So I lowered my head and walked on as fast as I could. People streamed past me. One lady was in mid-sentence when I slipped by her, saying, �It looks like it�s over there,� but whether she meant the diner or something else, I couldn�t say.
I didn�t dare look back over my shoulder, just in case some inquisitive uniform cop happened to be looking my direction at the same time. I had to get to the bank.
Behind me, the sirens drew closer. A few moments later, I heard the screech of tires skidding to a stop. By then, I was too far away to hear any voices or even if there was a crowd formed making tell-tale crowd noises.
I kept on.
No one stopped me.
As I passed a beauty salon, I glanced to my left. My reflection stared back at me in the big glass window. Except for a small smear of blood on my lip, I didn�t look that bad. My hunched over, shuffling gait was the only thing that looked suspicious. Purposefully, I slowed to a normal walking speed, forcing myself into a regular stride. Twinges of pain leapt up anew with every step and I could tell that I was walking slower than usual, but not so slow as to attract attention. Especially at two blocks away.
I wiped away the blood on my lip, then reached up and touched my ear. The skin and cartilage felt hot beneath my fingers. The entire side of my head throbbed in counterpoint to the stabbing pain in my ribs. I spit into an empty doorway, leaving a red splotch on the steps.
Suddenly, I was there. Bank of America. Blue and red lines painted above glass doors. I pushed the door open and went inside.
The bank was huge, taking up several floors. I shuffled over to a directory and looked for safe deposit boxes. It took me several passes down the list before I realized it was under Member Services.
Fourth floor.
I walked carefully to the elevators. I passed an ancient security guard armed with a revolver, but he didn�t give me a second glance. The bell dinged and I got on.
As soon as I stepped out onto the fourth floor, there were arrows pointing me the way. I arrived at the safe deposit desk in short order. No sign of Jerzy anywhere. He�d only had a two or three minute head start on me, so even if you figure he ran up here and I had to walk, he was what? Four minutes ahead? Five? How could he be inside so quick?
I got my answer a moment later. A short, rotund man in a nice suit appeared at the counter as soon as I did. �May I help you, sir?�
�Yes. I need to see a safe deposit box.�
�What number, sir?�
�I don�t know. It�s under the name Gar Sawyer. It�s a password account.�
His brow furrowed. �We don�t have many of those anymore. One moment.� He tapped on the computer briefly. �And you are?�
�His son. He passed away recently.�
�I�m sorry for your loss, sir,� the clerk said in practiced tones. He tapped a few more keys, then gave me a disapproving look. �Sir, I�m afraid this box is already being viewed by Mr. Sawyer�s son.�
�That�s my brother. We�re co-executors and according to the will, we�re both supposed to view it together.� The lie slipped past my lips easily. �Can you take me to him?�
The clerk pursed his lips. �This is highly irregular,� he murmured. Then he sighed. �What is the password, sir?�
�Legacy,� I said without hesitation.
He nodded. �All right. If you�ll follow me.�
I tried to keep up with him, but his officious nature extended to his walking speed, too. I lagged behind as we went down a short hallway into a foyer. He paused, waiting for me, feigning patience. I could see the questions in his eyes, but good banker that he was, he minded his own business.
�Room 12,� he said, pointing at a door across the foyer.
�Thank you,� I said, and started that way. Then I stopped. �Will it be locked?� I asked him.
�The doors lock automatically,� he said, as if explaining colors to a child. �To afford privacy.�
�I�ll need you to open the door for me,� I said.
�I can�t do that.�
�You don�t have a key?�
�Of course I have a key. It�s a matter of-�
�If you have a key, then open the door and let me in to see my father�s safe deposit box,� I said, �in accordance with the will.�
�Sir-�
�Unless you want to be named personally in the lawsuit along with the bank,� I told him, �for a clear violation of inheritance law.�
He paused and I knew right then that he didn�t know shit about how the law worked in this respect. Neither did I, but that didn�t stop me. �Knowing actions on anyone�s part merit double damages,� I added.
He frowned. Then, without a word, he walked toward room twelve. I hurried after him, wishing I had a gun with me. I was stupid not to bring it, but when I first got up, my mind was more on the missing Ania than meeting Jerzy. By the time I thought of it, I was almost to the Picco�s.
Fuck it. I�ll find a way.
The clerk unlocked the door and pulled it open. I brushed him aside and stepped through the doorway, letting the solid metal click into place behind me.
Jerzy sat at a table no bigger than the small one that was in our kitchen as kids. He didn�t look up at me right away. The open safe deposit box sat in front of him.
It was empty.
Jerzy stared down at a single sheet of paper. For maybe the first time ever, he bore a lost expression on his face. Whatever he was looking at had surprised him more than my uppercut in the diner.
I took two steps forward and slid out the chair across from him. Gingerly, I lowered myself into the seat. Then I waited.
There was almost no sound in that tiny room. Just the even, heavy breaths Jerzy took and that pounding in my own head. We sat there for some time, him bewildered, me waiting to find out why.
Finally, he looked up and met my eye. There was little of the rancor from our fight just twenty minutes before left in them. He gave his head a short shake. �That son of a bitch.�
�What is it?�
He didn�t answer. Instead, he slid the sheet of paper across to me. In Gar�s spidery script, I read the short note.
Boys,

I don�t know what you�re looking for here, but why don�t you go earn it yourself? That�s my legacy and my gift to you. Make your own goddamn way.
Now go fuck yourself.

Gar
I lowered the note. �And this was it?�
Jerzy nodded.
�How do I know you didn�t pocket the earrings already?� I asked, but I knew he hadn�t. That perplexed look on his face had been too genuine.
Jerzy shrugged. �You wanna fucking frisk me, Hero?�
I shook my head. �No.�
�Good. Because that,� he pointed to the note, �was the only thing in this box.�
�He fucked us.�
�Yep. He fucked us.�
We sat in silence for a while longer. My mind was racing. Why would he go to all this trouble if it weren�t true? And we�d validated pieces of his story with independent sources. Jimmy and Speedo were liars but they weren�t lying at the end. The earrings were still out there. They just weren�t in this safe deposit box.
�It was a giant fuck you from beyond the grave,� Jerzy said. �Like Houdini or some shit. Ghost of Christmas Past maybe.�
�Sick,� I muttered, but I couldn�t let go of the thought of those diamonds. Gar stole them. He hid them.
Where?
�Had us running around like the Hardy Boys and Cain and Abel,� Jerzy said, �depending on the situation. Probably having himself a giant laugh this whole time, watching us spin our wheels.�
�I�m sure,� I said, trying to think. My head throbbed and my ribs ached, but I pushed through the fog. He could have hidden the earrings anywhere. But where? All this time, I�d assumed the earrings were in the safe deposit box, so I never considered the question.
�Looking up at us, drinking at some dive bar down some side street in hell,� Jerzy said. �Fucking Gar.�
It had to be somewhere that he knew wouldn�t change much in a decade or more. Someplace semi-permanent. With all the gentrification going on, lots of places were being completely remodeled or even bulldozed. He had to find a place that would still be there when he got out.
�What�s up with you?� Jerzy asked, suddenly staring at me with a keen gaze.
I shook my head. �Nothing. You knocked me out back there. And then this.� I rattled the paper.
He seemed to accept that. Then he asked, �You figure the whole thing was bullshit? All of it?�
I shrugged. �I don�t know. And to be honest with you, I don�t give a shit anymore.�
�No?� He cocked his head at me. �Lose your appetite, Hero?�
�Fuck off,� I said wearily. I dropped the note onto the table. �You can have that. You probably need it more than I do, anyway.�
Jerzy chuckled but it was a hollow sound. �Fucking Mick. Always so high and mighty. Always thinking you�re so much better than everyone else. You and your bitch of a mother.�
I tensed when he said that and almost launched toward him. Then reason took over and I brushed it off. �Have a little respect for the departed,� I said to him.
�Don�t tell me who to respect.�
�Then don�t,� I said. �But it�s not my fault he loved her more than your ma.�
�I guess the Virgin Margaret Sawyer was just a better lay, huh?�
I ignored his baiting. Because the fog was completely cleared now and my mind was working again. �Either way,� I said, �best as I figure it, we�re done. And if I never see you again, Jerzy? Won�t break my heart. Not one bit.�
Jerzy watched me. �Let me tell you something, Hero. I see you again, you won�t have to worry about a broken heart. Because I�ll fucking tear it out of your chest and eat it in front of you.�
I stared back at him. There weren�t any words to say. Either we were going to have it out again or we were going to walk away for good.
�Enough of this shit,� Jerzy finally said. �All of this has been a big ass waste of my time. I got better things to do.�
�Then do them.�
�I will.� Jerzy stood, turned his back and strode away without looking back.
I watched him go, disinterested. My thoughts were on the diamonds. I pushed my contempt for Jerzy, the burning hatred I had for Gar and the pain in my face and ribs to the edges of my mind and focused.
Gar was no fool. He had a wily street sense to him and a desperate edge in everything he did. He would have hidden the diamonds someplace smart. Like this safe deposit box. So did he have another one somewhere?
I didn�t think so. Gar didn�t trust anyone, especially institutions. And he knew the cops would do a bank search and get warrants for any boxes he had. It wasn�t like banking in Switzerland or the islands. They�d find it.
Unless he used a false name.
I thought about that idea, but eventually dropped it. Gar was smart enough to use a fake name but it went against his nature. Everything he did was loud, designed to show the world how cagey he was, how tough. Even his crimes were visible to the neighborhood. He found a way to make it known to the people while keeping the police and their probable cause at bay. Another one of his talents.
What about hiding the earrings with a person? A woman, maybe.
That made me think of Ania. Reflexively, I took out my cell phone and almost flipped it open to call her. But I hesitated. I had to finish this first. Besides, without the earrings, Jerzy had no reason to worry about her talking to the police or anyone else.
Hell, she didn�t strike me as the kind of woman who would wilt under a little investigative pressure, anyway. But her kind was rare, man or woman. And I doubted Gar had a woman he trusted that much. Like I said, he didn�t trust anyone. He didn�t love anyone.
Except�
Holy shit.
I shook my head slightly as the thought struck me. A moment later, it was still there and became almost a certainty.
Of course.
Why hadn�t I thought of this before?
I hustled out of the bank and waved down a taxi. The first one blew past me, but the next one stopped. Before I got in, I glanced down two blocks toward Picco�s. A couple of marked police cruisers were still in front of the place, but no one seemed interested in me.
I slid into the back seat and closed the door.
�Where to, mister?�
�Saint Anthony�s,� I said.

TWENTY-FIVE

Jerzy
When I come out of the bank, I�m royally pissed off. I just stand there for a second trying to settle the hell down, then I lean against the polished marble wall and light up a smoke.
The old bastard. The son of a bitch I always tried to impress, always tried to make proud, he�d managed to really screw us over. Well, screwed me over, because Hero in there wasn�t ever going to get those earrings, anyway.
A cop siren chirps twice, real short like they do to get somebody�s attention, and then whoops again a third time. It was on my right, down the street, and I look down in the direction of Picco�s. There was still two patrol cars down there with a small huddle of people and gawkers standing around.
There are three cops, hands on hips, talking to each other and not having a fucking clue as to what the hell happened. Well, I won�t be going back in there anytime soon. It helps my mood a little when I think about Kiwi, or Kiki, or whatever the hell that skank�s name was. I hope that bitch is still laid out. Speaking of that, I�m a little banged up myself after me and Mick got into it. My right hand hurts like a mother after popping him so hard and I�m pretty sure my jaw is fucked up a little.
I take a last drag and toss it. One thing for sure, though. I know Mick is worse off than me. He ain�t feeling too fucking fresh right now.
So yeah, I�m screwed on the earrings, but I got a bucket of cash from Patrik waiting at the hotel and a smoking hot blonde that will follow me wherever the hell I go. And we�re definitely going. Somewhere. Like tomorrow. California for a while maybe. Florida, maybe. Hell I don�t really know where and really don�t care.
I head to the car, which is only about six cars down. As I�m going, I keep an eye on Picco�s but the sidewalk is crowded and I�m not really worried about it. I get in, start the car and almost put the car in gear but then I figure I�ll call Ania first just to check in and tell her I�m on my way.
I punch in her number and she answers on the second ring.
�Hey, babe.�
�Hey, I�ve been waiting for you to call, hoping you would.� She sounds scared but relieved. �Did�did you get the jewelry or whatever it was you told me about last night?�
�No, but it don�t matter.�
�Was there trouble? Jerzy, are you alright? Are you okay?� She sounds like she�s on the verge of getting all hinky again.
�No trouble, babe. Just didn�t work out. I got a boatload of money at the Hilton for us, though. We�re outta here. Kissing this fucking town goodbye just like we talked about. How�s that sound?�
�Like a dream, Jerzy.� There was a pause on her end. Then, �I need you here, baby.�
�On my way. We�ll check out of that dump as soon as I get there.�
�Hurry okay? I want you here with me and I want this over.�
�It will be. We�ll stay at the Hilton tonight then catch a flight, first class, in the morning. Or maybe we play it tricky and drive out. Make it look like we flew somewhere. We�re golden either way, Ania. Just me and you, somewhere warm, huh?�
�You�re all I�ve ever wanted since we met. Hurry, Jerzy.�
�Think about where you want to go. I will too, then we�ll decide.�
�I love you, Jerzy.�
I look at the phone for a second and I�m feeling like a kid again. Like I feel all the time with her. I knew she was trouble from the start but I also knew I didn�t care. This is what I need right now and it feels good.
I put the phone away, slide some shades on and put the Lincoln in reverse. After I look behind me and back up a little, I look forward while I�m cranking the wheel to ease out of the parking spot.
Straight ahead, I just happen to glance at the Bank again and here comes Hero out of the front door. I see him real clear and it�s all like slow motion or something. The people on the sidewalk just seem to part so I can see him. Like he�s the only guy standing there. Almost like this was meant to be for some reason. There�s a voice in my head saying I�m supposed to be seeing him right now, right here.
Something is up here. I can see it, I can feel it. I know it.
He just stands there for a second. Then he grimaces a little and puts a hand to his side. There is something in his face though, his eyes. Something urgent. He starts waving at a taxi and it blows right by him. His hand goes to his side again but his eyes are big and he�s definitely excited about something.
A car honks behind me, but that�s nothing new in this town and nobody pays any attention, including me. The car is waiting for me to pull out of the space so he can park. Well, fuck you, your ass can wait because I got something going on here. Don�t know what it is, but it�s something.
Hero starts waving again like a crazy fucker and steps off the curb, right in front of another cab.
The light up the block changes though and traffic slows anyway. The taxi stops for the traffic as much as it does for him but Mick throws the door open and hops in.
The taxi jerks forward, stops and goes again, brake lights going on and off. The cab driver is trying to wedge himself between cars and cheat up in traffic the way they do.
What the fuck is going on here? I knew he was thinking about something up in that viewing room. Then he comes busting ass out here and all but dives into a cab.
It takes me about two seconds to decide what I�m going to do. The asshole behind me that�s honking and waiting for the space is giving me a good block. He�s giving me an opening to just pull right out onto the street and I take it. There are three cars between me and Mick�s cab. The light changes and the traffic crawls forward.
Fuck it. I�m following him. This was meant to be.
I can�t believe I wasted my time following Mick�s ass to St. Anthony�s. I mean yeah, this is where the funeral was for Gar and Mick�s whore mother, too, but like, so what?
I watch him go in.
I smoke one and wait.
Five minutes later he�s still in there.
Hey, I�ve come this far, so what the hell.
There�s no way I�m going to go waltzing in the big front doors unless I have to, though. I get out and walk to a side door next to a shaded outside sitting area with white stone benches. The door is unlocked and I take a peek inside real quick.
I don�t see much. The lights are way down but it didn�t look like anyone was around. I step in quickly and shut the door as quiet as possible. For a minute, I just stay right where I am, next to a pillar and half blocked from view. When my eyes adjust, I can see about three quarters of the pews from where I�m standing.
There�s maybe ten people sprinkled around in the pews, most kneeling and praying with their heads down. One of them whose head isn�t bowed is Mick about fifteen rows from the front. I�m looking at the back of his head but I know it�s him. He�s looking upwards. Ah yeah, the good Irish Catholic. Asking for forgiveness, no doubt.
I�m getting ready to walk out, but then he stands and walks down to the end of the pew row. Looks back up front, does a quick dip to one knee, then crosses himself.
I watch him come up the aisle towards the front doors but then he hangs a quick left and walks to two doors on the far side wall that lead to an outer hallway. He opens them and I see him head left again, farther into the church as the door eases shut.
I quickly decide to stay with him a little longer. Across the last row of pews I go and straight to those doors he just went through. I stick my head through the door and look left. The hallway is dark. The lights that are on are very low. I don�t see him but there are only four doors down there.
First door was a changing room. No Hero.
Second door is big and fancier. Has a brass plaque on it that says Columbarium. Like I know what the shit that even means. I open it slow and just an inch or two, looking through the wedge of an opening.
It�s Mick and his back is to me. There are heavy shelves lining the wall except there ain�t no books on them. The shelves are lined with urns. All shapes and sizes. A shitload of them too. There is an open spot, fourth shelf up from the floor, right in front of where Mick�s standing.
Okay, so now I know what the word Columbarium stands for.
I watch him for a second more, then step in.
�Who you stealing there, Hero? The old man or your mother?�
He whips around and glares at me. He�s got that crazy ass look again and he takes a step toward me.
�Get out.� His voice is low and dangerous.
�You could steal them both, one under each arm and just take them home with you. Have a nice family dinner together or something, huh? Watch a little TV? Be like old times.�
�Get the fuck out before I kill you.� He�s still got the urn but takes another step towards me. Then I notice he�s taken the lid off�what the shit?
�Damn Mick, you�re going to need a confession just for your language, let alone disturbing the ashes. You think you�re in a bar or what?�
He takes another step and then there�s that voice inside my head again. It whispers the answer to all of this. It just pops right it into my head. All of a sudden, I don�t think I know. I do know. Like I said back at the bank, it�s almost like this was all meant to be. Like this answer was given to me.
�Can�t do it, can you?� I smile at him.
That stops him in his tracks. I can see in the dim lighting that he�s been crying.
�That�s your mother, right?� I stop smiling now and get all solemn with him. �That�s where they are. You broke the seal open but you just can�t bring yourself to dig around in there or smash it and have the ashes go everywhere. Plus the earrings are hers and they�re with her. The old bastard gave them to her even though she was dead.�
Mick just gives me a blank look and stares down at the urn.
�Look Hero, believe it or not, I get that. I really do. I get that.� He looks back up at me and his lip curls up a little. He wants to believe what I�m saying but he doesn�t.
�Get out,� he says.
�I understand and I am getting out. Okay?�
He just glares at me.
I walk over and get the brass top of the urn off the shelf and come up to him with it.
�Here, put this back on. Put her back up there and let�s get the hell outta here. I�m serious. I�ll even buy you a drink, or ten.�
He backs away from me, but reaches for the lid and as his arm comes up and out, he shows me those banged up ribs again. The same ones I caved in earlier.
I throw a hard left hook and hit him right in that side again, right on the money. He goes down to one knee and yelps, then loses his grip on the urn and kind of fumbles it up in the air.
There�s ashes all over now but then he actually catches the damn thing. He cradles it upright and kicks out at me. Tries to scissor trip me from a squatting position but he�s hurting so bad there�s not much he can do.
I grab a good hold of the urn by the neck and put a foot on his shoulder. When I pull the urn and give him a hard shove with my foot, he just loses his grip and I�ve got it.
I walk to a chair and spill what�s left of the urn out onto it. The ashes and dust come pouring.
Nothing.
Then, there it is. A soft clink that comes from inside the urn when I turn it completely upside down. It�s like music to my ears.
They plop down into the ashes. Big, beautiful bastards. Huge, long earrings and there has never been a deeper, greener green than these jade beauties. Big ass diamonds on them too.
From behind me I hear him coming at me again, but he�s staggering around bad.
I take him down easy with a right that glances off his shoulder, then hits his chin but it still connects enough. Mick goes down hard and stays down, eyes pressed shut in pain. I look at him for a moment. He�s tough, I will give him that.
I walk quickly back to the chair and pick the earrings out of the dust. I blow them off some and then just hold them in my hand. I�m afraid I�ll bang them up in my pocket. That internal clock starts ticking loud again and it�s time to go. I head for the door.
�I�m going to kill you.� He hisses it from behind me but I don�t even look back or bother answering.
In the car, before I take off, I look at the gorgeous fuckers again, and then fold them up carefully in my handkerchief.
The future just got a lot brighter. I tell you one thing, what they call bling these days? It don�t have shit over these babies.

TWENTY-SIX

Mick
Rage.
I�ve heard about it. Thought I�d felt it. When I took the fall for Al and Harris, I spent time inside the jail at County. They put me in isolation to keep the other inmates from attacking me because I�d been a cop. I stewed in there, wishing revenge on those two, but knowing I�d done most of the damage to myself. I thought that was rage.
It wasn�t even close.
I knelt in the columbarium, drawing shallow ragged breaths and staring at the scattered ashes that used to be my mother.
And for the first time in my life, I knew rage.
The thing is, after Jerzy left the room with the diamonds, most of the hot rush I�d experienced subsided. My rage wasn�t red and intoxicating. It was white and calculating. And fearless.
I didn�t care about consequences any more. I cared about results. I was going to kill that motherfucker. The diamonds didn�t matter nearly as much as his existence leaving this earth.
But how? My advantage with him was speed, and he�d taken that away when he cracked my ribs. He was bigger and probably stronger. He had the edge.
Then I realized that he didn�t. Not anymore. I had the edge because I didn�t care what happened to me. Jerzy was a classic narcissistic sociopath. He always wanted to win, but survive. My goal wasn�t survival, it was to kill him. If I could strap a bomb to my chest and blow us both up right now, I would.
But where? That was the more important question. Where in the hell did he go? And how could I find-
�Good Lord, my son! What have you done?�
I looked up to see the young priest staring at me, shocked.
�Father,� I started to say, but he interrupted.
�Have you no respect for the departed?� he asked me.
�I didn�t do this,� I said.
�You�re covered in the remains of that poor soul,� the priest said, incredulous. �How can you kneel there and lie to me? Here, in the house of God?�
I swallowed thickly. �My brother did this, father. Not me.�
�For what purpose?�
I hesitated, then shook my head. �It�s too complicated to explain.�
�Most things are, until you break them down.� He shook his head at me and pointed. �But I think you�d better explain, before I decide to call the police. Disturbing the dead, even the cremated once interred, is a felony.�
I almost laughed at him then. A felony? He was full of shit, but that wasn�t the funny part. How many felonies had I committed in the last week? All that time I spent over the last few years trying to live a right life, and in the end, it doesn�t really matter, does it?
Instead, I said, �Father, my brother is an evil man. He hated my mother because our dad loved her more than his mother. And because dad wanted to be beside her after he died.�
I pointed to the shelf where Gar�s urn stood. The priest followed my gaze, then looked back at me. His expression was flat, but he was listening.
�The old man�s death pushed him over the edge,� I continued, the partial lie spilling out easily. �He couldn�t deal with the anger. He knew Gar left an item with my mom. He took it.�
�What did he leave her?�
�A trinket. A small piece of jewelry. It matched the cross that he leaned against her urn.�
The priest nodded. �Aye, I remember the little cross.�
�I have to get it back, father,� I said earnestly.
The priest was quiet for a moment. Then, he said in a whisper. �Yes, I suppose you do, lad. I suppose you do.�
�Will you help me?�
He cocked his head at me curiously. �How can I help?�
�Do you have a car, father?�
�I do, but-�
�Can I borrow it?�
He hesitated. I waited. Then he shrugged. �Aye. If it be God�s will.�
As soon as I was away from the church, I took out my phone and called Ania. She answered and I could immediately feel the tension crackling across the connection.
�What�s happened?� she asked.
�Jerzy has the diamonds.�
�Oh, God.�
�Where are you?�
�I�m�I�m at the Holiday Inn Express. Damen and Armitage.�
�What room?�
�Three forty.�
�Is that Jerzy�s room?�
She hesitated, and I knew it was.
�Get out of there,� I said. �He�s probably coming there now.�
�I�I can�t,� she said. �Even if I run, he�ll find me. I can�t hide from him my whole life.�
�If you leave Chicago-�
�Mick, you have to help me.� Her voice was breathless and bordering on panic. �You have to save me. Come to the hotel.�
�I�m already on the way.�
�Thank you,� she gushed.
I�m not coming for you, I started to say. But then I knew it wasn�t entirely true. I was coming for it all. Revenge on Jerzy. A fuck you to the old man. The diamonds. Ania. All of it.
A new life.
�Keep him talking,� I told her, �until I get there.�
�Hurry,� she said, and I could tell she was crying. �I�m so scared, Mick. I never should have taken up with someone like him. I should have-�
�It�ll be all right,� I told her. �Just keep him talking.�
�I will. But hurry, Mick. Please hurry.�
The connection broke, and I drove faster.

TWENTY-SEVEN

Jerzy
On the elevator up to the room, I still can�t believe what I�ve got wrapped in this handkerchief. I�m thinking Florida might be the ticket as a place for us to go. For a whole shitload of reasons. Just one of them being I know a few guys down in South Beach.
The money is all over the place down there. Some young and stupid, but some smart money, too. Needs to be a quiet deal. These things will go for some big dollars to the right guy. A serious collector or a reseller who will turn them around again.
The elevator dings on the third floor and I head for our room. I shouldn�t, but I just gotta show her these babies. Maybe even let her hold them up in the mirror like she�s wearing them. I want to see her eyes when she�s doing that.
I slide the room card in and open the door. She should have bolted it. There is a small entryway with the bathroom on the left and the main area further in. Shades are all drawn but every light is on. The bathroom door is shut and I can hear water running in there. Not the sink but the tub. It�s fuckin� gushing.
�Hey, babe!� Sounds like a waterfall in there.
No answer.
�Ania?� I put my ear to the door and try to listen over the water. �ANIA?� I say it loud, right next to the closed door and then try the knob. It�s locked. I glance down at the strip of light under the door. At least there�s no water on the floor. I jiggle the door handle again.
�Jerzy?� Her voice sounds frazzled and I hear the water shut off. I also realize I can breathe again. I was actually scared something had happened to her. What the fuck is up with that? Why can�t I control that with her?
You know why, dumb ass.
Most of the time I like that inner voice. Sometimes, though, not so much.
�Yeah, babe. Me.�
I shake my head back and forth slowly, knowing I�m totally hooked on her. It�s like I�ve said all along, that ain�t a good thing. Then again, I can�t stop grinning.
�Everything all right in there?�
�Oh my God. You scared the shit out of me.�
�Hey, I�m a sneaky bastard. Now let me in.� I�m still grinning like a chimp.
�I just got in the tub, baby. Trying to soak out the tension. I�m so nervous I�m about to jump out of my skin.�
�Let me in and we�ll soak together.�
�This isn�t the Hilton Suite yet, hon. I can barely squeeze into this thing by myself.� There was a little splashing around. �Give me twenty minutes or so?�
�Fifteen, tops. Then I�m coming in whether you open it up or I bust the door down.� I put my forehead on the door and slowly bump it twice.
�Sooo�is everything all right? I mean, even though it didn�t turn out like you wanted today?� She says and then there�s more splashing. �Are you okay? That�s what I mean.�
�Oh yeah. I�m okay, we�re both okay.�
�That kinda sounds better than just okay.� She giggled and I heard more water being run now. �This hot water feels so good but I won�t be long. Promise.�
�I have a little surprise here waiting for you. I want you to see something, babe.� As I�m talking, I look down and unfold the cloth. They looked even bigger now. �You got twelve minutes before I come in there like it�s a damn DEA bust.�
�So we�re checking out of here, right?�
�You bet. We�ll head over to the Hilton, get Patrik�s present, have dinner, hit the road tomorrow morning. Driving too. Travel light. Early. We�ll buy whatever we need, and then some, when we get there.�
�I can�t wait, baby. Where we going?�
�Florida. Hey, I�ll throw my shit together in the bag while I�m waiting for your highness here.�
A little more splashing.
�Already done. I needed to stay busy, so we�re both packed and ready to go. I don�t really have much of anything with me, anyway.�
I pace into the area where the bed is, see my bag, her big ass purse and some other shit piled on a chair in the corner. I come back to the bathroom door.
�Done yet?�
�Jerzy�c�mon! Just relax for a minute. Why don�t you turn on the television or something?�
�The television?� I laugh at the door. �Right. I haven�t watched any TV since I was in a cell and I won�t be starting now.�
The water comes on again.
�Jesus, you got a sauna going on in there or what? The steam is rolling out from under the door here.�
�Patience.� She laughs again. �Almost finished.�
�Yeah, yeah. Ten minutes and counting. Prepare to be surprised�and assaulted.�

TWENTY-EIGHT

Mick
I pulled up in front of the hotel and parked outside the main doors like I was checking in. I walked into the lobby and straight to the elevator. My body was singing with adrenaline. The pain in my ribs seemed to fade. As amped as I felt, my body seemed to have an athletic looseness to it. I felt like I was ready to run the race of my life.
And win.
The elevator dinged and the doors slid open. An arrow on the wall put room 340 to the left. I walked down the hallway a short distance and stopped in front of the door.
Jerzy was on the other side of this door. So were the diamonds. And Ania. Everything I�d wanted this past week, everything I�d wanted my whole life, was on the other side of this door. All I had to do was take it.
I stepped forward and gave the door a hard boot, right beside the handle. I�d taken down more than a few doors when I was with the cops and this was no different. The wooden doorjamb shattered right at the latch. The door flew inward and I came in right behind it.
Jerzy stood next to the bathroom, his hand raised to knock on the closed door. His face registered surprise. I took another step and drove my foot into his stomach.
He staggered backward, bumping into the corner of a table. That tripped him up and he tumbled to the ground. He rebounded to his knees. Before he could stand, I moved forward, throwing another kick. This one caught him flush in the chin, snapping his head back. He fell over backward.
I pounced on him, reaching for his throat. He raised his hands weakly, trying to fend me off. His eyes were dazed, but they cleared quickly. That animalistic anger settled back into those eyes and his hands reached up to mine.
I squeezed.
He let go and punched me in the ribs again. The pain ricocheted through my body. I struggled to keep my grip on his throat, but his huge hands grabbed onto my wrists and pried my fingers free.
His knee slid upward toward my groin, but I slipped sideways to avoid the blow. His foot found purchase on my thigh and he pushed upward with his leg and arms.
I flew up and back, landing comically on the king size bed.
Jerzy flipped over and scrambled toward the gym bag in the corner.
Gun. He had to be going for a gun.
I slid off the edge of the bed and took a step toward him.
�Jerzy.�
She�d come out of the bathroom. Her voice wasn�t frantic any longer. It was hard.
Jerzy stopped and looked over his shoulder at her. Then he smiled a mean smile. �That�s my girl,� he said. Then he glanced over at me. �Time�s up, Hero. You�re fucked now-�
There was a concussive barking sound, along with a distinct clacking. At the same time, the top part of Jerzy�s head disappeared in a red spray of blood and bone. He flopped to the ground, coming to rest on his side. He was looking right at me, eyes wide open. He blinked once, his right hand jerked and he blinked once more slowly. Then it was done. His fixed stare was full of dull hate and disbelief.
I let out a sigh of relief that was more of a groan and limped around the corner.
Ania�s back was to me as she closed the door to the room and swung the safety latch to keep it in place. Then she turned around.
I expected her to be afraid or at least wary that perhaps Jerzy might rise up like some kind of zombie or something. But her pale blue eyes were calm and resolute. The gun dangled in her hand, a small tendril of smoke rising from the silencer.
�You did it,� I said. �It�s over.�
Ania walked toward me, her steps firm, her expression flat and emotionless. Steam swirled at her feet as she walked past the bathroom door.
A small pang of sadness struck a chord in my gut.
She didn�t say word. She didn�t have to.
I closed my eyes.

TWENTY-NINE

California
The open road was the only place she truly felt at home. She drove the Miata west on a secondary highway. Not fast, but not dawdling, either. Nothing suspicious. Nothing more than a hot blonde in a small convertible on a road trip. No one would guess what she had wrapped up in a handkerchief, hidden underneath the spare tire in the trunk.
The paper grocery bag sat on the floor of the passenger seat, the top folded neatly down. Pretty plain wrapping, but it held over two hundred kay.
That had been gravy, the money. And the easiest part. Finding the slip of paper in Jerzy�s wallet. She knew it was a combination, and what else could it be for, if not the room safe at the Hilton? Jerzy was so predictable. Patrik had said so, but she didn�t realize how right he was until the end.
And now she had Patrik�s money and the diamonds, too. She had a vision of the ugly gangster waiting for her at one of his safe houses, all coked up and horny for her. He probably wanted the money more, but now he wasn�t going to get either one.
�Just stay close to him. Keep an eye on things,� he�d told her just before Jerzy came into Ambrozy�s that first time. �He�s a wild card. I need to know he�s on task. And after it is over, and we get my money back, I will take you on a long vacation. You won�t want to come back.�
He got that part right. She was never going back to Chicago. No matter how easy or how predictable the marks were in that town.
She shook her head at the thought of the Sawyer brothers. Running around like a pair of ass clowns, chasing the dreams of a dead father. What a joke.
But they�d come through in the end, hadn�t they?
Jerzy had been the easier of the two for her to kill. His mean nature played out in that last smile. The world was a better place without him, as far as she was concerned.
Mick had been slightly more difficult. But only slightly. Whether they do it for love or they do it for money, how do you really feel sorry for a mark?
You don�t.
Maybe if their loser convict father had been around to teach them some smarts, the Sawyer boys wouldn�t have made it so easy for her. But that was their bad luck. Her own father had taught her well. Well enough to play both of the brothers and the Polish mobster, to boot.
So now she had two hundred thousand of Patrik�s cash. And she�d get at least three times that much from a diamond fence in San Francisco. That was plenty. Enough to get off the grift for a while. Live a straight life somewhere warm and quiet until the money ran out or the itch to get back in the game became too much. Whichever came first.
Ahead of her, the day�s sun dipped low, sending a bloody smear across the sky. The color of red marked her destination.
Ania kept her car pointed west and drove into the dying sun.
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