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A thin, boyish-looking man stood on the landing outside the four hundred square feet of my new office. Early twenties, I guessed. He leaned against the wall next to the unmarked door of the room across from me. His suit was dapper yet comical, hanging loosely on his skinny frame as if he were a child dressed in his father’s clothes. The way he held his arms tightly against his chest conveyed a sense of confidence and suggested I had been the subject of his gaze for some time.
“Need some help?” I said.
The stranger’s expression changed to a serious grin. He straightened himself up, walked through my doorway, and extended his hand. His blond hair tapered neatly behind tiny ears. His blue eyes had a fixed look of woeful resignation, as if he were destined to carry a heavy burden. I shook his hand.
“You’re Landau, aren’t you?”
“Yes,” I said, and became somewhat annoyed when the stranger didn’t respond with an introduction of his own but walked slowly past my desk and then lingered behind me. I swiveled my chair around. “Do you mind telling me who the hell you are?”
The man walked back to the front of my desk. “Call me Izzy,” he said.
The name was as ill-fitting as his suit. He was a dead-ringer for “Skip,” “Biff” or “Van.” “So what do you want, Izzy?”
“What do I want? What does anybody want? The truth, of course.”
Izzy had an odd way of standing that gave the appearance of leaning backward. The oddness was enhanced by the way he kept his hands buried deep in his pockets. The pockets seemed to engulf half his arms. “I’m not in the mood for games,” I said. “Are you interested in hiring my services? If not, then take off.”
“Tell me,” Izzy said. “I was ten minutes or more outside your door. Yet it took you that much time to question my arrival here.”
It was true I had been aware of someone loitering outside, but I was engrossed in an article about Asian carp invading Lake Michigan. “The door was wide open. What were you waiting for?”
“I’m supposed to hire a detective who’s not curious? Are you in the right profession?”
His eyes had narrowed and looked somewhat maniacal. I started to wonder if he was just some nut who had wandered in off the street. “OK, Izzy. What is it you want to find the truth about?”
The little man began strolling around the room looking the bare white walls up and down, as if searching for imperfections. He stopped to examine my framed credentials and then said, “You heard about that officer who was murdered?”
I assumed he meant “police officer” and searched my memory. “I don’t remember a cop being killed. When was this?”
“Parking officer,” Izzy said.
I’d never heard of a parking officer ever being killed. Had it happened in Chicago it would have been big news if only to satisfy the multitudes who would revel in the murder of someone who wrote parking tickets. “You stumped me again, Izzy. When did this happen?”
“A week ago. His name was Jack Gelashvili. He was gunned down near Foster and Western.”
“Sounds Italian. They got meters in that neighborhood?”
“The meters are innocent; he lived in the neighborhood.”
“So he wasn’t killed on the job.”
“Does that matter?”
“No, but it explains why I didn’t hear about it. You knew the victim?”
“Never met him. But I want you to find his killer.”
“Really. There are hundreds of murders each year. What’s so special about this guy?”
Izzy sighed loudly. “Do I need a reason to care about a fellow human being slaughtered practically in his front yard?”
“Take it easy. I need to know what I’m getting into before taking a case. If there are things you don’t want to tell me, I have to assume there’s a reason. And those reasons could get me killed. How did you find out about me, anyway?”
“The Partisan.”
Almost two years had passed since my estranged father was released from prison and knocked on the door to offer me my first murder case. It had also been two years since the publishing of Ellis Knight’s article detailing how I solved the murder while exposing rampant police and City Hall corruption. Dad died of prostate cancer shortly before the article appeared.
The feature received both praise and criticism for the writer’s use of omniscient narration to reveal the alleged thoughts and motivations of all major characters. It’s the substance that matters! Knight would say to me over and over, laughing through his giddy, twenty-something demeanor. I achieved minor celebrity status for a few weeks. Despite the article giving me an undeserved reputation as a murder investigator, I saw an increase in finding birth parents and cheating spouses that allowed me to afford a small office on the top floor of a vintage four-flat in Old Town. To my surprise, the office had become a welcome refuge—from what, I wasn't sure.
Izzy’s offer represented murder investigation number two.
“That case gave you momentum, Landau. Exploiting momentum is what drives men like you to find answers. Not everybody has this genius.”
Genius? I understood neither the logic nor the premise of this statement. “It’s been almost two years. How much momentum could be left?”
“The potential is what matters. You have the capacity to create the momentum that solves cases. This is my theory. This is what I felt when reading the article. And you act like a man with nothing to lose.”
True, I was single with no family to speak of. He implied recklessness? “The article was more creative writing than facts. Maybe it’s the writer who had the momentum—whatever that means. No offense, Izzy, but I really have no idea what the hell you’re talking about.”
Izzy walked to the room’s only window and stared out over North Avenue. “My apologies,” he said. “Like many of us, I haven’t been the same since the attacks in New York and Washington. In time, I will make sense. Everything will make sense.”
“I’ve got to ask you again. Why are you so interested in Gelashvili?”
Izzy reached into his breast pocket and took out an envelope. “There are fifty one-hundred dollar bills in this envelope,” he said and dropped it on my desk. “There will be fifty more when you’ve found the killer. Is that enough to care more about this murder than my motivation for hiring you?”
I peeked inside the envelope. The nuance of Franklin’s smile had a hundred years of capitalistic influence behind it. What chance did I have against such momentum?
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Police detective Jimmy Kalijero answered his cell phone as if expecting a timeshare solicitation. Many years ago he ran the illegal gambling sting that nabbed my father. On my dorm wall at college, I had framed the article with the photo of Kalijero smiling proudly as he led a row of cuffed suspects to jail.
“Yeah, right, Kalijero, you don’t recognize my number or my voice.”
No response, then, “Oh, of course, it’s Landau calling. How completely logical because he calls me all the time because we’re such good pals.”
It had been two years since we last worked together, but I was pretty sure we had spoken a few times since then. “I deserve the guilt trip, Jimmy. I promise to call you more often.”
“What do you want, Landau? And no, I still can't accept a son of the Chicago Landau family as a legitimate private investigator.”
Kalijero referred to my family history, starting with Great-Granddad who made his fortune among his immigrant brethren of pushcart peddlers by working the open-air market of Chicago’s Maxwell Street. From this miserable residue, Great-Granddad guaranteed a dependable stream of extorted money and earned the monikers of iron-fisted boss, political dictator, chieftain—and scoundrel. In addition to Ward Committeeman, he also held offices with fancifully arcane titles such as City Collector and City Sealer of Weights and Measures. Some of my relatives called him the smartest man they ever knew and pointed to his chauffeur-driven limousine on a municipal salary as proof. Others pointed to the same thing and called him a gangster. Regardless, those who knew him or knew of him understood why Great-Granddad’s scandals inspired passion sixty or more years after the man died penniless in my father’s childhood bed. Where better to assign the blame for a family’s perpetually bad attitude?
“Jack Gelashvili ring a bell?”
“Why should it?”
“Murdered last week near his home in Budlong Woods.”
“So why should I know about this murder out of six hundred or more stiffs we find each year.”
“He was a parking officer.”
“Gee, what do you think the motive was?”
“He worked for the police department, asshole. How about showing a little respect for those that do the cops’ shit work. Would you like to spend your days writing parking tickets? By the way, he was off duty when they gunned him down.”
I thought I detected a conciliatory grunt.
“You got me, Landau. I should’ve known about this guy. They probably had a special ceremony for him, but I’ve haven’t been paying attention like I used to. I’m getting numbed out. I figure about fifteen thousand people have been murdered during my career.”
“You’re still relatively young for a Greek god. You got your pension locked up; why don’t you do something else with your life?”
“I wouldn’t know what to do—and I don’t need advice from you. How’s Frownie doing?”
Sid "Frownie" Frownstein was a hardboiled snoop from the old school who had deftly walked that equivocal line between investigation and manipulation until he retired to a lakefront condo and a hobby restoring antique cars. When he became my mentor, Dad wrote me his last letter, the one where he threatened to break out of prison and beat my ass if I followed in Frownie’s footsteps. Despite his age, Frownie still remembered quite clearly the days when the clichéd, hardboiled detective originated—the “Bogart Bullshit” days, he liked to say. He’d always been out in the lead, taking life where he wanted it to go. But at age ninety, life was catching up fast. Frownie's best advice? Don't trust anyone.
“I’ve never seen him so carefree,” I said. “He stays in bed most of the day, but his spirits are high and his mind is razor sharp. He’s fighting to the end like it’s a game. I’m not my body, he told me the other day. Who needs a goddamn body anyway? I’m just a spark bouncing around my brain.”
Kalijero chuckled and said, “Sure sounds like he’s losing it to me.”
His comment angered me for its small-mindedness. I wanted to like Kalijero, but I had to remember who he was.
“How about finding out who’s on the Gelashvili case? See if I can chat with them a little bit.”
Kalijero sighed. “You think I can just snap my fingers and the whole goddamn department falls at my feet? I’m one of your contacts, is that it? Your man in the CPD…?
What nerve had I hit? I let Kalijero rant a while longer until I found a break and jumped in.
“You sure are a surly son of a bitch, Jimmy. And it’s a damn shame you hate your life so much that you feel the need to shit all over someone who just wants to help find a little justice for some poor bastard who got wasted…”
It was my turn to rave, and I did so with gusto, reaching deep into some angry bag of frustration we all carry around with us for such occasions. At what point the call dropped, I had no way of knowing.
3
The next morning I fired up my new laptop and searched the Republic archives for Gelashvili. The article I found was barely long enough to warrant a byline. “Forty-five-year-old Jack Gelashvili of 2415 West Farragut Avenue, shot in the face at approximately eleven p.m., and taken to Weiss Memorial Hospital where he later died. Robbery motive inconclusive, although his apartment was ransacked. No one is in custody and Foster Area detectives are investigating.” Unmarried, living with his cousin and mother, the article quoted neighbors attesting to Gelashvili’s sweet personality and to what an all-around terrific guy he was. No mention of what he did for a living. A glorified obituary, really.
The reporter’s name was Peter Ross. The Republic transferred me around their offices for ten minutes before someone figured out Ross was a stringer and that the Gelashvili article had been his first with the Republic. With great reluctance, I called Ellis Knight, an affluent white kid with a fondness for ghetto slang.
Knight answered with, “Another exclusive exposé? You got a one-eight-seven? Already, already, already!"
“Calm the hell down. Why don’t you give Ritalin a try?
“Why else would you call me? We gonna memorize Bible verses together?”
“Do you know a freelance reporter named Peter Ross?”
“Yeah, I know Ross. What do you want with him?”
“I want to ask him a few questions about an article he wrote.”
“What article?”
“How can I get in touch with him?”
“What article?”
“Try to stay calm. A guy got murdered and I’m looking into it.”
As if a dog could ignore a piece of raw meat. Knight exploded into the freaky uncontrollable behavior that was his trademark, first begging for the story then saying I owed him for helping my career. On and on he went until I dropped the call.
On the way back to my apartment, the phone rang.
“Can you keep a goddamn grip on yourself? Can you do it? Huh? Huh? Huh? Do you want to give it a try?”
“Don’t give me any goddamn orders, Landau,” Kalijero said. “I didn’t have to call you back. In fact, I don’t ever have to talk to you.”
“Sorry, Jimmy, I thought it was someone else. You want to yell at me some more?”
“Wigdor and Calvo.”
“Wigdor and Calvo?”
“The two detectives assigned to the Gelashvili case.”
“Really?”
“They’re both a year from full pension benefits for a career of half-assed police work. That means they can do shit all day and it doesn’t matter. It says a lot that these two clowns got the case.”
“Meaning it’s low priority.”
“Meaning it’s no priority. And there was no special ceremony or acknowledgment for Gelashvili. It was like he didn’t exist.”
“Why’d you call me back?”
“I don’t know. It’s not like I want to be your drinking buddy. But that guy, he deserved better. I mean he worked for the cops. Someone should try to find out who clipped him.”
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Punim, a black and white cat, paced back and forth from the kitchen to the living room, meowing every four or five steps. I leaned against the butcher block island and counted the money Izzy had given me. About the time I reached the thirtieth C-note, my ankle erupted in pain. Punim was hungry.
I dropped a pile of livers, kidneys, hearts, and gizzards into her bowl and then prepared a sandwich of raw tofu on rye with sliced tomatoes, fake mayo, and toasted ground sesame seeds. I ate and confirmed there were indeed fifty portraits of Ben Franklin in the envelope. The phone rang.
“I know how to get in touch with Ross,” Knight said.
“So you’re gonna help me?”
“Only if you promise to give me exclusive rights to the story behind the murder.”
“There might not be a story behind the murder.”
“Of course, there’s a story. Somebody’s giving you money to find the killer, right? Who the hell would do that if there was a logical explanation?”
“What’s Ross’s number?”
“I want it in writing—that only I get the story. I’ve got the papers at Mocha Mouse for you to sign.”
Had I not already come to terms with this bizarre character—that assistance from him would require tolerance, acceptance, and surrender—I would have allowed my anger to ruin what had been a perfectly good day.
* * *
Investigating a murder meant getting used to wearing a shoulder harness again. I holstered my .40-caliber and headed to a coffee shop named for a saxophone-playing rodent. Knight himself, in his black horn-rimmed glasses with his dark, wiry hair piled high, seemed an appropriate caricature for a diner with a Buddy Holly theme. Probably the strangest kid I ever met. A privileged white boy dreaming of the "hood," oblivious to how idiotic his unconvincing ghetto slang sounded. His toothy grin annoyed me the most. I knew he would be at his table, the one in the back surrounded by ten chairs of which nine would be empty. I guessed Knight fantasized one day of leading an Algonquin Round Table of tabloid journalists.
“It’s good to see you again, Jules.” Knight fidgeted with a sheet of paper. I took a seat three chairs away.
“Let’s get this over with,” I said.
Knight pushed the paper to me. “I should’ve told you to bring a lawyer. I’ll give you a couple of days if you need advice.”
I noticed “Gelashvili” was mentioned in the first paragraph. “You saw the article.”
“I called Peter. A parking officer hunted down; fifty-eight dollars in his wallet? Credit cards untouched? And you’re going to tell me there’s not a story there? Even the meth-heads, whores, and drunks hate those guys.”
I read through the “agreement,” three paragraphs stating in no uncertain terms that in exchange for unfettered access to Peter Ross, I will reveal any and all information regarding the murder of Gelashvili to Ellis Knight and only to Ellis Knight. What bullshit.
“Just in case you’re getting ideas, Ross won’t talk to you until I tell him you’ve signed.”
“Yeah? And if you get the big story, you gonna share a by-line with him?”
Knight stared at me a moment. “That’s none of your business.”
“OK, Ellis,” I said and scratched my name out on the designated line, “you own me. Now give me his number. And he better be cool, or I’ll have this agreement voided all the way up your ass.”
I slid the document back to Knight, and he dug out a piece of paper from his pocket. “Here’s his number,” he said and pushed it to me. I grabbed it and walked out.
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On the phone, he sounded much older than I expected; in person, he looked even older than he sounded. “Peter Ross?” I said. He was sitting on a bench near Diversey Harbor.
“That’s me,” he said through whatever was in his mouth.
He was skinny and well tanned in that brown, worn-out leathery kind of way. His face reflected a lifetime of missed deadlines and spiked stories. Every few seconds he turned his head and spit out sunflower seed shells. I sat at the other end of the bench. “So what do you know about Gelashvili’s murder?”
Ross finished the seed he was working on and ejected it. “Well, I know the cops weren’t that eager to figure it out. Considering Gelashvili was one of their own, I thought that was really bullshit.”
“I gotta believe your article was a lot longer than what was published.”
“Hell, yes, it was. I had a whole feature on his family. Georgian immigrants. A real powerful, tragic human interest story. But the Republic hacked it down to an impotent piece of shit.”
I waited for Ross to expand on the emasculation of his piece, but he offered only more violent evacuations of black shells.
“What did the city editor say about it?”
This time Ross spit in disgust and faced me for the first time. “That useless bastard? He’s got his nut-sack hiding so far up, he has to spend all his money on a stud service for his wife. At first, he was psyched up, thought we had a real story. And then bang! Somebody says ‘boo’ and he shits himself. I asked him what was going on and all he can say is he got a call from Konigson.”
I assumed Konigson was the managing editor. “What about the cops? Did they tell you anything?”
“They got a couple of Laurel and Hardy’s pretending they give a damn. Every time I asked them a question, they would look at each other and smile. Then one of the morons would give me the, “it’s an ongoing investigation’ bull crap and laugh.”
His defeatist tone intrigued me. “You just going to roll over? Don’t you want to know why Gelashvili is being shut out?”
Ross gave me a poisonous look. “You want truth? Is that it? I should be Zola and Gelashvili my Dreyfuss? The guy’s dead and nobody cares. That’s the truth. That’s the only truth that matters any more. Fuck your truth! The truth died on that second day of infamy.”
I liked getting people fired up. “Why did you agree to meet me?”
“Here's some more truth. Knight’s paying me a hundred bucks. He’s using me to rope you in so you have to give him the inside story. If you showed up, that means you signed a contract.”
“You’re a true friend.”
“He’s a punk with a rich daddy. Truth or no truth, he’ll never have to worry about making a living.”
“Why does that piss you off?” I knew why, but I couldn’t resist.
“Damn it! I just said why. Truth! You have any idea how I’ve had to compromise myself just to make a buck? You think I want to write bullshit articles about guys getting shot? But I gotta make money. I’ve wasted a lot of time. In fact, I’ve wasted my life.”
His dejection was palpable and uninteresting. I placed a business card on the bench and walked away.
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As a kid, we always had the Sun-Times in the house. The Republic, I later learned, was the conservative paper while the Sun-Times leaned toward the progressive side. My great-granddad was part of Mayor “Big Bill” Thompson’s political machine from the early part of the twentieth century. Both the Times and the Republic existed in one form or another back then. And both accused Great-Granddad of "terrorism." He once shared a headline with Al Capone. I wondered which paper Great-Granddad read.
Despite Republic Tower’s landmark status as a quintessential example of Neo-Gothic architecture, I saw only a skeletal monolith of spikes, spires, pointed arches, and gargoyles. Medieval ignorance and suffering peasants also came to mind. It was into this house of pain I walked, hoping to speak with the city editor of the eighth-largest newspaper in the United States. Famous quotations chiseled into the granite walls recalled the divine duty of a free press and created not just a lobby but a “Hall of Inscriptions.” The enormous relief map made of shredded money spoke many column inches about a newspaper baron’s true religion.
“I’d like to speak with Mr. Konigson,” I said to the receptionist, whose only response was to stare at me as if waiting for the punch line.
“You want to talk to the CEO of the Republic Media Group?”
It was my turn to wait for the punch line—but I was the joke. “OK, how about the city editor.”
“Go to the twentieth floor and try your luck. His name is Palmer.”
Peter Ross had told me Konigson called his editor directly. It seemed odd a CEO would personally call anyone not from upper-level administration just to maim a story. Even I knew a collection of managers, associates, deputies, and assistants dwelled between a CEO and a section editor.
Another receptionist awaited me as I stepped off the elevator. Having grown up on a diet of the Mary Tyler Moore Show, Lou Grant, and movies from Citizen Kane to All the President’s Men, the newsroom appeared exactly as I expected.
The woman behind the counter looked like a college student. An opened copy of Advanced Reporting confirmed my suspicion.
“I’d like to talk to Mr. Palmer please.”
“Is he expecting you?”
I smiled. “I doubt it.”
She frowned and picked up the phone. “Someone here to see John,” she said and returned to Advanced Reporting.
Seconds later a gloomy-looking “man” about as old as the receptionist rushed up to me. “Yes?”
“Mr. Palmer?”
“I’m Dylan, his assistant.”
“Assistant to what?”
“To the city editor.”
“I’d like to talk to the city editor.”
“Unless he’s expecting you, send him an email.”
In the back, I saw a glass room with a long conference table. At the head of the table a balding man sat alone, staring out the window.
“I want to talk to him about a murder. I’m a private investigator.” I showed him my identification.
“He’s too busy to see everyone who stops by. Send an email.”
“Busy my ass. He’s staring out the window in the conference room.”
The man glanced behind and then back to me. “Mr. Palmer communicates only by email unless you have an appointment!”
His non-denial told me I guessed correctly. I reached for my wallet.
“Here’s twenty bucks,” I said and stuffed the bill into his shirt pocket. “And here’s twenty for you.” I dropped another bill onto Advanced Reporting and blew past the assistant to the city editor.
They caught up to me as I opened the glass door of the conference room, and the three of us entered together.
“I just want to talk about Gelashvili—” I said but was immediately drowned out by the youngsters begging forgiveness.
Then a woman about my age came in and said, “What the hell's going on?” If Palmer gave a damn, he didn’t show it. I think he barely glanced our way. “Brenda, get back to your desk. Dylan, what’s going on?”
“He just barged in—”
“Now just wait a goddamn second. Dylan here took twenty bucks to let me come in.” I plucked the bill out of his shirt pocket and dropped it on the floor.
“He’s lying!”
While Dylan voiced his outrage, I sat next to Palmer and introduced myself.
“Why was the Gelashvili murder given about as much space as a standard obit?”
Palmer turned to me. Our eyes met momentarily and then he turned back to the window. I felt a large hand on my shoulder and looked up into the face of a security guard who suggested it was time for me to leave. I was able to fling a business card onto the table before the officer escorted me out the door while demonstrating the arm lock restraining position. A real control freak.
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At two o’clock, it had already been a long day. I dropped the stomach and intestine of an unfortunate rodent into Punim’s bowl. The thud brought her running into the kitchen where she attacked the entrails like the sweet little kitty-cat she was. I needed some couch time. To assist her digestion, Punim would soon curl up on my lap, and the two of us would drift off together while the facts of the case swirled around my subconscious and Punim chased and devoured the small animals of her dreams.
The cell phone ended my nap. Punim voiced her irritation and ran off. On the phone a soft male voice. "Uh, yes. You want to know about Mr. Gelashvili?"
"Mr. Palmer?"
"May I ask why you should care about Mr. Gelashvili?"
"He was murdered. I'm being paid to find out why."
"And why is it you don't believe what you read?"
"When my investigation is finished, I'll tell you what I believe."
"And why do you think I can help your investigation?"
"Why would the CEO of a giant media corporation take the time to personally call a city editor just to kill a story?"
Deep sigh, then, "Where shall we meet?"
* * *
Palmer insisted we meet in "your neck of the woods," and I gave him directions to Mocha Mouse. I got the idea Palmer had not ventured much north of downtown. He kept asking how to spell major streets like "Halsted" and "Armitage." When I told him just to tell the cab driver the address, he informed me he was going to travel by "elevated train."
From my table, I watched a plump, white dress shirt with gray slacks walk into a bebop jazz-themed coffee shop of graying ponytails, pierced noses, and enough tattoos to be measured in square yards. His hairline had receded uniformly past the top of his head. From above, I supposed he resembled a half moon.
"Coffee, tea, various fruit-based drinks?" I said.
"Nothing, thank you," Palmer said and wiped his head and forehead with a monogrammed handkerchief. He wore no rings. He leaned forward on his elbows and looked me straight in the eye. "I've become so accustomed to communicating by email," he said as if in explanation of something. "Now, please, what did you want to know?"
I had the feeling he was anxious to talk.
"The stringer who wrote the original article, Peter Ross, told me you relayed a message from Konigson saying the article should be hacked down to an insignificant nub. Is it true?"
"Mr. Ross was very angry about this. I had no obligation to explain anything to him. But I told him Mr. Konigson had personally called me. I had no more information to share with him."
"Got anything to share with me?"
Palmer dabbed his forehead again. "I'm not sure. That is, you are correct to think it very unusual for someone in Mr. Konigson's position to personally call an editor. It piqued my curiosity as well. I had never expected to speak to the man, yet there he was on the phone waiting to talk to me."
Palmer reminded me of the painfully shy über-intelligent child desperately trying to break out of his self-imposed shell.
"What exactly did Konigson say to you?"
Palmer laughed or coughed, I wasn't sure which. "Well, he told me to make sure there's not a human interest story surrounding Mr. Gelashvili. When I told him a very good article had been written by Mr. Ross, he turned into a different man, one who spoke quite harshly and used crude language. He actually threatened me, really. My colleagues advised not to let it bother me, although I could tell they were equally shocked."
"Why didn't the all powerful Oz just tell you to kill the story?"
He laughed or coughed again. "It is my belief that since the story was already circulating throughout the various media, Mr. Konigson thought ignoring it altogether would have brought unwanted attention."
"So Konigson just screamed that the story should be nothing more than a glorified obit and gave you no specific reason for this decision?"
"I'm afraid that's pretty much what happened, although I should probably tell you that some time later he apologized and claimed a family matter had fouled his mood that day."
"You could've told me this on the phone."
Palmer took a deep breath. "Yes, it's perfectly normal that you should wonder why I came all the way down here to meet you. And to be absolutely honest, I'm still processing my motivation as well. Perhaps it was just the timing. Mr. Konigson's phone call stirred up emotions inside of me. I was never one to question the way things were, and suddenly I'm conflicted. You were the first person to directly ask me about the Gelashvili article. And now that someone else is demonstrating a keen interest, I feel compelled to talk about my internal struggle."
Palmer leaned back in his chair and briefly closed his eyes. He looked sickly, as if full of toxins.
"What are you doing here?" I said.
Palmer straightened up and gave me a quizzical look. "How do you mean? We agreed—"
"No, I mean here, in Chicago. I would never have pegged your personality surviving a big-city newspaper."
Palmer smiled and nodded. "I know now that you are correct. The Republic chose me, and not the other way around. In fact, my entire life has been chosen for me."
"Before you tell me the story of your life, can you make it remotely relevant to the squelching of the Gelashvili article?"
Palmer thought for a second. "Yes, I think what I have to say will be relevant, if only parenthetically." He looked squint-eyed and then rubbed his forehead. "Actually, it may be more relevant than either of us realizes. I have a feeling that insights previously unrecognized may surface—if you don't mind listening to me."
"By all means, sir. Tell me your story."
"My family comes directly from the New York of the Gilded Age..."
Palmer began his story of childhood WASP ostentation complete with exclusive private schooling for children of the super-rich who also possessed remarkable intellectual gifts. The written word being the source of Palmer's fascination delighted his mother, although his father would have preferred that his son's encyclopedic mind took advantage of the less subjective world of finance. As he spoke, the phrase "proper breeding" flashed repeatedly through my brain.
Palmer had spent his life in a bubble, focusing only on the journalistic and literary tasks put in front of him and excelling at each level. Family contacts ensured that opportunities to work at the most distinguished publications were available to him. As a gesture to his father, he also obtained advanced degrees in finance and law, earning one of the top ten scores in the country on his CPA exam. Palmer's cultivation amidst the elite publishing families of Manhattan guaranteed a symbiotic relationship with the media's gradual corporatization and culminated with his appointment to oversee all of the Dow Jones consumer-oriented publications.
"I was an oddity," Palmer said and, without any detectable change in his aristocratic inflection, began deriding himself for a life of shallow nearsightedness. In the last few months, he had learned more about life than in all his previous sixty-one years. "Actually, that horrible September day was probably the beginning of my real education."
Purely out of curiosity, I asked him to elaborate. For Palmer, the terrorist attacks forever ruined New York, permanently defiled his memories. He had to get away, which was why he came to Chicago when a position opened up at the Republic.
"I had been groomed to one day own or run a media company. Many argued I shouldn't settle for being an editor. I, however, welcomed the reduced role in the journalistic scheme."
When Palmer spat out the bitter taste of "scheme," he said more than all his preceding words combined. Perhaps I should investigate how far a disillusioned journalist would go to get the truth.
"So what I know for sure is that we have a media billionaire personally ordering one of his hundreds of mid-level deputies to kill a story of no consequence about a person of even less consequence. I certainly appreciate you coming to meet me, Mr. Palmer, and I sympathize with your career disappointment, but as I said earlier, you could've told me this on the phone."
Palmer stared at the table top while drumming his fingers. "So what am I doing here?" he said still looking into the table. After several minutes he said, "I saw a man's death consigned to the status of a footnote. Maybe I can help you find some meaning for this man's life, and, perhaps, avoid the same fate."
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The following morning I sat pondering the lower trajectory of mid-October's sun, along with the gradual decline of relative humidity. In particular, how this overture heralded the best time to be in the Midwest. Chicago's well-deserved reputation for crappy weather sometimes eclipsed our memories of the delightful days that visited each autumn. This morning began as one of those days. Outside my window, the ash trees had just begun their metamorphosis, and something about the way the breeze spoke through their leaves inexplicably evoked nameless but pleasant feelings of peace. Then the phone rang.
"Are you inclined toward the sciences or miracles?"
It took a few moments, but I recognized the unmistakable inflection as belonging to Izzy. "What're you talking about?"
"It's a simple question. Are you a man of science or supposition?"
That this voice could intrude upon such a beautiful morning annoyed me, but I checked my anger before answering. "I'll take science."
The sound of typing on a keyboard then, "OK, Landau, I'm ready for an update on your progress."
"It's been what? Two days? And I don't remember progress reports as part of our agreement."
What I imagined as Izzy's version of shouting came next. "You think I'll give a stranger five thousand and then wait for my phone to ring? You think I give five thousand to any Tom, Dick, or Harry who calls themselves a private investigator? Remember who you work for..."
Ouch. Izzy's words reminded me that I didn't have the luxury of reputation to fall back on and that my career remained in the customer-is-always-right stage. I was—in other words—still a soft-boiled detective.
* * *
Izzy insisted we meet in person. I drove to my office and found him waiting on the landing. He must have called me from there. Without a word, I unlocked the door and sat behind my desk. Izzy sat in the guest chair.
"I apologize for my tone," Izzy said. "It is not typically my nature to speak in such a manner. But sometimes nature is mutinous."
"Konigson ordered the city editor to hack the story down to a nub. Konigson is—"
"I know Konigson. What else?"
"That's all I got."
Izzy had no reaction. He just blinked a few times as if he hadn't heard me.
"I assume you spoke at length with this editor. What can you tell me about this man or woman?"
It was my turn to stare blankly. "Why don't you just relax until I come up with solid evidence of something and then go from there."
Izzy sighed, stood up, walked to the window. He stared out over the madness of North Avenue. "A hundred years ago who would've imagined an entire universe would exist solely to control where one could put an automobile."
I waited for more and then said, "All morning I thought only of hearing your contemplations on parking."
"How one with your shallowness could have solved a purse-snatching, much less a murder, I find remarkable. Many billions are spent and earned from putting an automobile somewhere. Laws are written stipulating how long an automobile may stay in one place before that law is broken. When the first car was created, did this idea come to mind? You don't know in advance where things will lead, Landau. I walk into your office and you assume a barrier should exist between client and professional. Yet I am the one who gave you the money on which all depends. Either you include me on whatever details I desire, or our agreement ends and you will forfeit the funds I have given you—on a pro rated basis, of course."
I wondered if my parents ever imagined that their son would complete thirty-eight years of life, become a private investigator but still allow a scrawny specter of a "man" to emasculate him.
"Palmer is a disillusioned newspaper editor who also has many years of executive experience in the corporate media. He's going through a career-life identity crisis. He could be instrumental in solving this case, depending on how far he's willing to go to help me."
Izzy walked back to the guest chair and sat. "You said 'that's all I got' as if you had nothing of great significance."
"I don't know what I have. Speculating this early is a waste of time."
Izzy sighed loudly. "Within minutes you again disappoint me. At the very least you should know this investigation implicates corporate media masters and others their tentacles reach. What you have is huge, Landau. Maybe so huge that you didn't notice."
"Is that your way of calling me an idiot?"
Izzy didn't respond but walked back to the window and again peered out. "Did you ever study physics?" he said.
It dawned on me that I should expect all conversations to be filled with seemingly pointless questions that he would employ as part of a larger riddle.
"I never studied physics."
Izzy turned to face me. "Still you trust measurable science over presumptive guesswork?"
I took a batting practice homerun baseball I snagged as a kid from the left field bleachers at Wrigley and dropped it on the floor. "What goes up must come down. A physics experiment."
For the first time I saw Izzy smile and thought I caught a glimpse of his real self—youthful, unburdened, optimistic. "Maybe I misjudged you," he said, and then his face morphed back to that dour facade of an old man. "What's next?"
"Talk to Gelashvili's family."
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My first interview with a murder victim's family.
I paced the sidewalk in front of Gelashvili's building trying to prepare myself for the agonies of bereavement. Frownie's voice echoed the importance of staying emotionally "disconnected." I would tell him "detached" was a better word, and he would tell me to use any goddamn word I wanted as long as I stayed "disconnected."
A bit of red on a sugar maple diverted my thoughts. Gelashvili lived in one of those leafy neighborhoods that never came to mind when one thought of Chicago. Only ten miles from the downtown delirium, parts of Budlong Woods looked classically suburban with tidy frame cottages behind perfect squares of grass. Other areas reeked of urban bungalow paradise surrounded by carefully sculptured hedges and multicolored flower beds. Gelashvili lived between these worlds in a red brick four-flat.
A female voice responded over the intercom. "Yes?"
"My name is Jules Landau. I've been hired to investigate Jack's death. May I have a few minutes of your time?"
The extended silence approached the threshold of re-ringing or walking away. Then, "Just a moment."
I held the door knob anticipating a weak buzzing from the latching mechanism, but instead watched a slender woman with long, jet black hair descend the hallway stairs in white corduroy slacks and a yellow scoop neck t-shirt. The word "lovely" came to mind.
She opened the door enough to reveal a natural beauty with a hint of Asiatic influence. I handed her my investigator's ID, driver's license, and a business card. The door fell against her toe as she studied them. She looked again at the documents and back to me. Then she pushed the door open.
She handed back all the documents. I handed back the business card and asked her to keep it. Her brown eyes held mine momentarily, and then she slid the card into a front pocket. I saw, perhaps, the smallest of smiles.
"My name is Tamar," she said as we climbed the stairs. "I live with my aunt who was Bagrat's—I mean Jack's—mother."
"I'm very sorry for your loss."
Tamar didn't respond. When we reached the third floor landing she said, "My aunt speaks very little English. And her despair is indescribable."
The third-floor apartment reminded me of a basement dwelling that had only a couple of window wells for light. As my eyes adjusted, I noticed heavy curtains covering a large picture window and candles burning throughout the room. Each candle appeared strategically located near a black-and-white photograph or a medieval fresco depicting ancient Christian icons. In the background, several haunting voices chanted quietly in an unrecognizable language. Tamar approached me holding two folding chairs and handed me one.
"Come," she whispered.
I followed a few steps and realized I had completely missed the figure in a rocking chair facing a man's portrait on a corner shelf above a candle. Tamar put her chair to the side of her aunt. I sat on the other side with a partial view of the woman's veiled head and her right arm. I felt no amusement that Whistler's Mother came to mind.
Tamar leaned forward, whispered to her aunt, then turned to me and said, "How can we help you?"
"Is your aunt comfortable with my presence here?"
"I doubt she's aware of your presence."
"What language were you speaking?"
"Georgian. We're from Georgia, a small country—"
"On the Black Sea near Russia, Turkey, Armenia." The candlelight reflected off her teeth when she smiled.
"I apologize for assuming."
"For assuming all Americans are ignorant morons? That can't be helped. Jack's given name was 'Bagrat'? How is my pronunciation and how long had Bagrat been living in Chicago?"
"You pronounced it correctly. When my cousin realized his name in English could translate to 'a bag of rats,' he changed it. That was five years ago."
I laughed. "Why did he leave Georgia?"
"It was becoming unsafe for him. He was a Moscow-trained scientist. He had always worked with Russians and had many Russian friends. But he lived in a region that wanted to be independent of Georgia. Russia supports this independence, but the Georgian government does not. Jack was not political. He didn't care one way or another. But there were those who wouldn't accept the idea of being neutral. You had to take a side."
"Five years ago he arrived with his mother in the U.S. Who did they know besides you?"
"Nobody. And he hadn't seen me since I came here twenty years ago—although we always kept in touch. He and my aunt took care of me when my parents were killed by a bomb in the marketplace. I was only two. He was a big brother and a father to me. When I was seven, they somehow arranged an adoption through a refugee organization. I still remember saying goodbye at the airport—"
Tamar's face crumbled as a wave of grief swept over her. She sobbed quietly into her hands. I wanted to believe my desire to comfort her would have been just as strong had she not been beautiful and intelligent.
As quickly as the anguish flooded in, so it also subsided. Tamar wiped her eyes and laughed. "I'm sorry. I thought I had regained my control."
"You seem remarkably in control. How did Bagrat the scientist become Jack the parking officer?"
"His specialty had something to do with chemicals and heat and metals and things I couldn't even imagine. Finding a job in his field seemed impossible, especially considering his immigration status and the language barrier. And he wasn't a young man anymore. The Georgian community was always helpful to immigrants. The super of this building is Georgian, which helped us get our apartment here. But Jack didn't want to work construction or drive a taxi. His attitude alienated a lot of people. They thought he acted superior and arrogant. Over time, he realized he needed to lower his expectations and just focus on making a living."
"How did he end up working for the cops?"
"The super, Ivan, had been a math professor back home. He and Jack became good friends. Together they would go to a Georgian bakery near Devon and California. Police have been going there for years. The owner is very friendly, treats everyone like family. He found out Jack needed a job and asked his police friends for help. Next thing we knew, Jack was writing parking tickets."
"Did he know how unpopular this job was with the public?"
"I believe so. But by then, he didn't see any choice."
"The article said the apartment had been ransacked. Obviously you were not home, but what about your aunt?"
"When the police arrived, she was lying on her bed just staring at the ceiling. By the time I got here, she knew something bad had happened to Jack. I had to confirm her worst fears."
"What did they take?"
"As far as I can tell, nothing. But they were definitely looking for something."
A shrill cackle from the rocking chair startled me. Tamar whispered something in her ear. I barely perceived a kind of guttural mumbling from the aunt, but Tamar responded with more whispering and the two conferred in this manner until Tamar kissed the old woman on the head and turned back to me.
"My aunt needed to remind me that Jack was a scientist and how proud the whole village was to have him as a son. Then she said Jack was now with Apostle Andrew." Tamar pointed to one of the icons on the walls. "My aunt asked what I thought they talked about." Tamar shrugged. "What were you saying?"
"Parking officers regularly find themselves in hostile situations. How did Jack handle himself? Do you know if he made real enemies?"
Tamar thought for a moment and then shook her head. "Actually, it seemed like he made a lot of friends. His co-workers teased him for being too lenient, but a lot of people appreciated his approach. I mean, he wrote plenty of tickets, but he didn't mind giving people breaks. He said he was amazed at how grateful people were when he voided someone's ticket."
"Did he have a social life? Girlfriends?"
Tamar hesitated. "He didn't show much interest in dating until he came home one day and told us about meeting 'Lada'. He was writing a ticket to her car when she approached him. They started talking, and he found out she was Russian. They started dating. After a few months he acted like a boy in love." Tamar started laughing. "We found out later that Jack's co-worker, Rich, actually set it all up. Russian, Georgian, it was all the same to Rich.
"What did you think of her?"
"She was only a few years older than me, which was strange. But she was very sweet and very beautiful. Jack was a healthy man, after all, so I would never begrudge him a little happiness. The more I got to know her the more I liked her. She even helped take care of my aunt. But there was a lot of mystery around her. She drove a fancy Mercedes, wore beautiful clothes. We never knew where her money came from."
"What did Jack say about her money?"
"He dismissed our questions with 'It doesn't matter' or 'What's the difference?' So I let it go. If Jack was happy, I was happy for him."
"And?"
Tamar sighed. "Out of the blue, she called him and said she was having immigration problems and needed to go back to Russia for a while. She promised to keep in touch and said she was confident her connections would get everything resolved. Jack never heard from her again. He became very depressed, although he tried to hide it."
"When was this?"
"About a month ago."
"How about enemies in Georgia? Is it possible he was killed to settle an old score? Is there a Georgian mafia in the US?"
Tamar frowned. "Mr. Landau, I appreciate your interest in finding my cousin's killer, but I'm quite confident his murder has no connection to organized crime, vendettas, ritual sacrifices, or any other conspiracies dominating the current cinema. He was a scientist by training, but he also knew he had to leave that life behind and accept the status of the average working American."
A blush of shame crawled up my back and over my shoulders. I thanked a nameless entity for the dim light.
"I could blame Hollywood for my shallowness, but that would be too easy."
"Blaming is easy. But movie plots often have basis in reality. Who can take the blame for Georgians being one of many tragic peoples from the Caucasus?"
"How about the public? Could there have been a citizen whose parking ticket was the final insult from a miserable life, and your cousin just happened to be the recipient of this misplaced anger?"
"If there were such people, I wasn't aware of it. He never spoke of threats or anything like that. Except for his sadness after Lada left, he was always quite happy when he came home. Although, in the weeks leading up to his death, he did seem distracted. But he insisted everything was fine."
"He may not have been aware of it. I mean, a guy comes to his car and sees a parking ticket on his windshield written three hours earlier and then takes it out on the first parking officer he sees."
Tamar's response was swift. "So he followed my cousin home and then waited around or came back another day so he could kill him when he wasn’t wearing his uniform?"
Good point. "Unlikely. That's premeditated murder and not an impulsive crime of passion, which was the scenario I had created."
Tamar sighed again. "I know I must prepare myself for Jack's life to be filed in the 'random-act-of-violence' file. One detective suggested a gang initiation rite. Another implied mistaken identity."
"The police found cash in his wallet, so they doubt robbery was a motive. Did he wear anything of value such as jewelry or an expensive watch that was missing?"
"Nothing like jewelry. Although he always wore a chotki—it's a bracelet of prayer beads that once belonged to his grandfather. Its only value was sentimental. I assume it got torn off and scattered about."
"Perhaps it will help to know there are others who won't be satisfied with some half-assed speculation from a couple of deadbeat cops waiting to retire to the doughnut shop."
Tamar gave me a curious look. "One of those others hired you?"
"Yes. One of those others is paying me to find the truth. And for what it's worth, that's what I intend to do."
In this business, offering promises or guarantees was a nothing short of stupid. But men often say stupid things in the company of beautiful women.
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I headed east, toward the lake, until I hit Sheridan Road, the passageway into the land of leafy communities dotting Lake Michigan’s beaches. Although a son of the North Shore, the territory held no special place in my heart nor evoked pangs of nostalgia. Having gained entrance through the ill-gotten dividends of my father, I considered myself an ersatz alumnus.
Frownie lived in a five-bedroom development penthouse with spectacular views of the shore line. After he cut me loose, he said his door would always be open. He even gave me a key so I could come and go as I pleased. The first year on my own, I darkened his doorway often. But as my confidence grew, a phone call now and then replaced my visits. He warned me about getting cocky and tried talking me out of my first murder case—but still helped me grope my way to its deadly conclusion. Knowing the danger I faced took a lot out of Frownie. Preceding him in death would be unforgivable.
It had been too long since my last visit. I was ill prepared for how significantly his body had deteriorated. Sitting upright in bed leaning against an enormous reading pillow, Frownie's t-shirt hung on his skeletal frame as if on a wire hanger. A disconnected IV bag dangled from a pole. If I softened my gaze, I could evoke the image of a cadaver. Then he spoke.
"Hey, Julie! C'mon here ya little schmuck. How the hell are ya!"
The voice, still deep, clear, dripping with an uneducated Chicago accent straight out of central casting, covered me like a warm blanket. Had I closed my eyes, I could've been back in my childhood ensconced under Frownie's desk while he reminisced on the phone with former clients and past "operatives."
When I leaned down to kiss his cheek, Frownie hooked his left arm around my neck and pulled himself up to hug me. He had the weight of an aluminum lawn chair. I carefully lowered him back to the pillow, fearful his bones would snap.
"Hey, doll, get over here. I want you to meet someone." Frownie's live-in nurse walked into the bedroom. I guessed around sixty, fit, attractive, long hair colored blonde. "This little putz isn't related to me, but he's taken the role of the grandson I always never wanted."
The three of us laughed and I introduced myself.
"I'm Helen. Nice to meet you, Jules." Helen walked to the other side of Frownie's bed and examined the catheter bag.
"They wanna hook me up if I get too dried out," Frownie said and pointed to the IV. "Right, honey?"
"We want you to be comfortable. Maybe Jules can convince you to stop fighting us." She winked at me and turned to leave the room. "Call if you need anything."
"Not a bad piece of ass to be hangin' around an old fart like me, eh? So what's up?"
"I took another murder case."
Frownie's smile vanished. He turned away from me and, if possible, appeared older. The guilt hit me hard. Why hadn't I expected it?
I stared at the profile of a man old enough to remember his Uncle Davey pathologically describe hand-to-hand combat at Belleau Wood until one day Uncle Davey stuck his army-issued Colt revolver into his mouth and pulled the trigger. The bloodshed of Prohibition gangsters, the privation of The Great Depression, the mass slaughter of the Second World War, and every other human tragedy since were deeply imbedded into Frownie's consciousness. Yet here he sat in his last year of life, tears brimming forth as if I was destined to relive all of history.
Then a surprise.
"Of course you're goin' to tell me," Frownie said with a laugh. "What—you're gonna come visit and lie to me?"
Frownie's smile lifted the weight. He saw my dilemma before I had a chance to acknowledge it myself. I could either ignore my mentor for the duration of the case or tell him the truth. I told Frownie about Izzy showing up at my office and described the bizarre nature of his request and the cash he carried with him.
"That's the gumshoe biz anytime some nut shows up and gives you a pile of money. But you can't let the money alone make up your mind. Ya gotta know what you're getting' into. The money's not always worth it."
He was right, although I would have to think about it later to determine what role the money played.
"A parking officer was gunned down and nobody gives a damn. This is a police department employee, remember. An editor at the Republic said he was commanded to maim a feature story on the guy. Chop it down to an obit. And get this, the order came directly from Konigson, the CEO of the second-biggest newspaper publisher in the country. Konigson called the editor personally."
Frownie stared straight ahead as if calculating the various components into an equation. As I waited for him to share my enthusiasm, I realized how much his approval still meant to me.
"Tell me about the stiff," Frownie finally said.
"An immigrant from one of the former Soviet republics just wanting a middle-class American life."
"I don't like it. They say them Russian mafia guys are more cold-blooded than anything we had in the old days. And you got this corporate prick with more money than God. That combination scares the hell outta me. And it should scare the hell outta you."
"Hang on a second, Frownie. I'll give you the corporate money angle but not the Russian thing. The guy was from Georgia, a separate people and culture with their own tragic history."
Frownie continued staring and then perked up. "Ah, what the hell. What do I know any more? This editor, you're sure he's in your corner? He know what he's getting' into?"
"So far he's acting born-again. A true believer who can't wait to talk. Does he really understand what he's dealing with? I don't know."
Frownie looked at me. "Guys like him disappear fast. They're the first to go, and I don't mean they volunteer. For your own sake, make sure he knows what can happen in a murder investigation. You want some civilian go-getter's body on your conscience the rest of your life?"
Again, Frownie was right. I wondered how guilty I would feel if Palmer met up with an involuntary disappearance.
* * *
It was still pleasant, although the sun had sunk low enough to remind me of the fool's paradise autumn induced and how the slightest chill revealed the vulnerability of a cotton t-shirt. I found a parking place three blocks from my apartment. Had a parking deity blotted out the sun and permanently guaranteed for me this space, I would've accepted it without complaint, even at ten below at two a.m. There were advantages to carrying a gun in the big city.
Before going home, I stopped at Tasty Harmony, a take-out utopia only a few storefronts from my apartment. It was run by some kids I met when I stopped at their Fort Collins, Colorado, eatery and begged them to open a restaurant in the 2700 block of North Halsted Street, Chicago. Six months later, I discovered four white kids in dreadlocks and Carhartt overalls hammering, sawing, and measuring away as they transformed a former payday loan outlet into an organic vegetarian oasis. The only other place in the city where I was known as "Jules" was a carniceria where each week I purchased a package of entrails for my roommate.
Halfway up the stairs, I heard the thump of Punim's paws hitting the floor. As expected, I opened the door to a patrolling puss whipping her tail and meowing demands for the innards of small mammals. Two turkey livers and a chicken heart quickly pacified her lust while I dined on a falafel and hummus sandwich topped with cucumbers, tomatoes, sprouts, and wrapped in a large collard leaf.
As I ate and Punim meticulously licked the blood from her fur, thoughts of the previous two days gathered. Most of us knew that urban societies had grown numb to annual body counts in the multiple hundreds. We coped with such tragedy by embracing the cold comfort of the assailant's motive, that violence targeted a specific life for an identifiable reason—that it wasn't the random act of a meandering lunatic. In my mind, the blatant disregard of Gelashvili's murder by the cops and media eliminated a chance-encounter scenario. This case was barefaced and screamed for attention, like how the drug mule's car driving exactly the speed limit in the right lane shouted, Don't pay attention to me!
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At five-forty in the morning, a cat's paw swatted my head. Had I shut the door the night before, the door would be bouncing off the jamb. Had I inserted a shim to keep the door still, continuous scratching and yowling would fill my world. Usually, I fed the creature and returned to bed. But this morning I was wide awake. Gelashvili's murder had infiltrated the deeper regions of my consciousness where I imagined impulses to the heart resided. Frownie called this a "personalization issue," and no doubt this personalization had something to do with Gelashvili's beautiful cousin Tamar. No doubt Frownie would not have approved.
I showered, ate, read the paper, got a cup of chai from Tasty Harmony, and arrived in the Budlong Woods neighborhood at nine a.m. I parked on busy Western Avenue around the corner from Gelashvili's apartment and began walking. Western was a wide four-lane street that could have been in any city in the country. Three-story walk-ups lined some blocks, while storefronts and offices with an apartment overhead dominated others. Each corner had a gas station-convenience store combo or fast-food joint. I saw no parking devices of any kind. I walked to a side street that took me to Lincoln Avenue, another major artery that offered a landscape identical to Western with the exception of meter boxes along the sidewalks.
You always heard about the omnipresence of parking officers, yet there I stood for over an hour before I noticed a stocky, gray-haired man in his fifties walking slowly past the line of parked cars, peering through the windshields to locate the meter receipts on the dashboards. His body language had an attentiveness to it, as if exercising extreme caution. Every thirty seconds or so, he would stop and look around before lifting an electronic ticketing device to within inches of his thick glasses and typing in a plate number.
I stepped into his path with at least twenty yards between us. He turned on his police radio and performed a microphone check.
"I mean you no harm, Officer," I said and smiled broadly. "I come in peace."
The man did not share the humor. He took off his glasses and said, "You have a question?"
"I'm investigating the death of Jack Gelashvili. Did you know him?"
The man stepped back and radioed for assistance with a "code twelve." Before I had a chance to explain, a police cruiser pulled up and out jumped a cop. Apparently, I had asked the wrong question.
"What's going on Rich?" the officer said.
"I'm not sure. This guy's asking about Jack. They found his body about five blocks from here, you know. Kinda weird he should be asking about him."
"Guys, I'm a private investigator. I was hired to look into Jack's murder." I took out my identification card and held it up. "I just want to talk for a few minutes."
The cop walked over, and I handed him the card. He glanced at it, gave it back, and motioned for me to follow him a few more steps away. "Rich is a little jumpy," he said quietly. "And all the parking officers are a little trigger happy with the radio since the murder." He waved Rich over. "Come and talk to the man for chrissake."
Rich obeyed. "Jules Landau," I said and extended my hand.
He looked at me and then at my hand and then back to the cop. "Go ahead and shake his hand! What the hell's gotten into you?" Rich took my hand and I sensed he felt better. "That's it! Now just talk to the man and I'll see you later." The cop mumbled something into his radio and walked back to his car.
Alone at last. "You've been at this job a long time?"
"Twenty-three years," Rich said, and then took a wad of tissue from his pocket and wiped his nose. "Damn allergies. In all that time, I never saw anything like what happened to Jack. Getting spit on was probably the worst I've had done to me. But nobody ever laid a hand on me or any officer I knew about. Weird, though, because when I heard an officer was found dead, I wasn't surprised."
"Once in twenty-three years and you weren't surprised?"
"Not really. I mean, in a big city doing a job where everyone hates you? It had to happen eventually."
"How well did you know Jack? Did you consider him a friend?"
Rich wiped his nose again. "Everyone liked Jack but nobody knew Jack. He was friendly and always helped you out—you know, covered shifts, that kind of thing. But he never had drinks after work with us or watched ballgames. Some thought he was stuck up, like he thought he was better than us. I felt sorry for him. He seemed lonely. But after a while, we just accepted that he wanted to be alone and didn't think about it. Got any suspects?"
"Nothing solid. Got any thoughts?" Rich pursed his lips and stared into the distance. Then he looked at me and shrugged. He was dying for me to ask again. "C'mon officer, what're you thinking?"
"I don't know. I mean I got no proof, but there's a guy who lives in this neighborhood who’s had a running battle with us. But I got no proof, so I don't know. But he reminds me of the guy who one day just snaps. You know what I mean? And he never learns. No matter how many tickets he gets, he still doesn't feed the meter. But it was when we started towing him I thought he may have reached the breaking point."
I waited for more. "OK, so what happened? Jack towed the guy?"
"No, no, no. We don't tow; that's another department. But we're the punching bags. It's like if the food sucks, it's the waiter who suffers. But I know he got towed last month for the third time. The story is that he showed up when the car was already hooked. He offered to pay, but the boot guys said it was too late. He begged the driver to drop it, but they just laughed. Watching his car towed away must've pushed a button in the guy because he started throwing things, kicking, screaming. He picked up this hunk of loose concrete, slammed it down on the sidewalk, and started screaming how he hated us parking Nazis. When the cops showed, they put him in cuffs and took him away. But like I said, I got no proof he killed anyone."
"I assume the police questioned this guy?"
"Beats me. I mean, we told those two detectives that came by the department about him. They seemed annoyed at my suggestion, told me not to spread rumors. They started soap-boxing us about a citizen's right to privacy, and we could be sued for slander. Ain't that a twist. Two police snoops lecturing me about a guy's privacy when they can't wait to peak through your window or tap your phone or look at your bank records."
"The guy that got towed. What's his name?"
"Gordon Baxter. We call him 'Gordie Bastard.'"
"He ever act that way with Jack?"
Rich thought about it. "Not that I knew. We never enforce in the same neighborhood we live in. That's policy. So probably not."
A kid on a skateboard came rolling down the sidewalk. As he passed, he shouted, "FUCK YOU METER MAID! GET A REAL JOB!"
Why the hatred in the kid's voice shocked me, I didn't know. Rich appeared unmoved.
"That behavior surprises you? Welcome to my world. Insults from punks who never had a job are routine. And I'll tell you what, that kid's parents are probably just as nasty."
I let Rich get back to his world and walked away with a newfound respect for those who spent their days universally despised.
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"Jimmy, where do short-timer cops waiting for full pension eligibility piss away their days?"
Silence then, "Oh, right, I forgot. I'm supposed to instantly recognize Landau's voice 'cause we're such good pals."
"Christ, Jimmy, can't you pretend to like me just a little bit? Can't you pretend to respect me just a tiny bit for not becoming a career criminal despite my genetic predisposition to corruption? Would it kill you to think, maybe, I'm a good guy?"
"Daddy went to that great penitentiary in the sky before you got the approval you wanted, so now you want it from me?"
"Yes, Daddy. Getting in touch with your paternal side might be good for your heart."
Kalijero mumbled something in Greek. "What do you hear from Frownie?"
"I think you've developed a genuine affection for my old mentor. You looking for a substitute daddy, too?"
"He saved my life the same night he saved your life. Remember?"
I remembered. "His mind is clear, but his body has "dearly" departed. Where can I find Detectives Abbott and Costello?"
"Calvo and Wigdor are both divorced, I think. So try Reilly's on Belmont. That's where the over-fifty badge bunnies still hope to land a cop husband."
"See? That wasn't so hard was it? Maybe I'll be able to help you out some day."
"You can help me out by leaving me alone."
He didn't hang up on me. I took that as a sign he was only half serious. "Why are you so damn depressed? How about I tell you where I am with the investigation?"
"Stay in this business long enough, and you'll understand depression. Go ahead, tell me what you've got."
"I got a lot of weirdness shouting at me to do something…" I gave a chronological report starting with Palmer the newspaper editor, Konigson the CEO who personally ordered Palmer to kill a story, my conversation with Tamar where I learned about Gelashvili's background, and Rich's suspicion of a chronic scofflaw named Gordon Baxter with a record of threatening parking officers. "I thought I'd talk with Calvo and Wigdor and see if they've looked up this Baxter guy."
Kalijero laughed. "Don't expect much from those two. The newspaper editor is the key. But to what? Corporate big shots pulling the strings behind the scenes is nothing new. And if you start yelling 'conspiracy' you might get labeled a clown. But you said the big honcho called the editor guy directly. Either the CEO is the biggest control freak ever to exist or something caused him to impulsively phone this guy. The call is a flashing red neon sign. I suggest you keep your newspaper boy safe."
Kalijero's sudden interest flattered me. Maybe we would be friends one day. "I've got to find a link between an immigrant parking officer and the CEO of a media corporation. Agree?"
Long pause, then, "Yeah, I agree."
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Besides the scratchy green shamrock hanging above the door, nothing about Reilly's reminded me of an Irish pub or anything much removed from a steel worker's basement bar. The metal stools with their torn plastic cushions, the chipped Formica tables, the folding metal chairs suggested the décor had not changed since the mills had shut down decades earlier. The only food offering came from a vending machine holding three bags of corn chips. I wondered how Reilly's survived among the neighborhood's upscale microbrew pubs serving ten-ounce prime beef burgers.
Behind the bar, a scrawny elderly man stood watch over five middle-aged women sitting evenly spaced along the bar, each sipping from a martini glass, each apparently by herself. For some reason, I assumed the bartender was called "Philly." Most of the tables were empty, although a few had a male occupant bent over a glass mug. The only sign of life came from a table in the far corner where four men in sport jackets chuckled and snorted around pitchers of beer.
I stepped up to the bar and ordered a bottle of Bud. In one motion Philly reached under the counter, popped off the lid, and slammed the bottle down. "Two dollars," he said in the unpolished accent one expected from an old guy named Philly.
I sat at the table closest to the four men and sipped from the bottle as if I were just a regular guy kicking back with a cold one. After struggling a moment with my gag reflex, I caught bits of conversation evoking a reminiscent tone as the men took turns asking, "Remember when?" Their overhanging stomachs and patterned sport jackets demonstrated why stereotypes lingered through the generations. With references to 'Nam, hippies, and the 1968 Democratic Convention, I guessed their age group as late fifties to early sixties.
I waited for a lull and said, "Gentlemen, may I interrupt a moment?"
Two of the men glanced at me. The other two tipped their heads back and drained their glasses. After a refill, the group returned to stories of their gloried past.
I slid my chair close enough to be considered part of the group. They reacted as if strangers often joined them as they got plastered at two o'clock in the afternoon.
"Hey guys, I'm looking for detectives Calvo and Wigdor."
This time they all glanced at me. "So are we," one of them said, provoking a collective roar of laughter.
"Guys, please. I just have a couple questions about the murdered parking officer."
One of them stood and said, "I'm Calvo." Then another stood and said, "No, I'm Calvo." Then the same routine took place for Wigdor and the four stomachs shook with joy.
Watching veteran cops straight out of a 1970s TV show howling like fools in a dive bar disgusted me. I waited for calm while the violent aspect of my genetic profile leaned over the table and swept away the glass mugs and half-full pitchers, transporting the mess either across the room or into someone's lap. One of the guys lunged at me. A sidestep and shove—barely a nudge—sent him to the filthy tile floor. The others stared at the scene looking confused. Philly and the girls watched impassively.
"Listen assholes, you're all fat and shit-faced which means I'm in charge. I need to ask Calvo and Wigdor a few questions. If one or both of them are present, squeal for me."
"The one on the floor is Calvo," a man said. Then the same man said, "I'm Wigdor."
Calvo struggled to his knees and managed to push himself up to a chair. The seam on the back of his jacket had opened up. I almost felt sorry for the slob.
"Hey, tough guy," one of them said, “one day we'll see how tough you really are."
"I'm not tough. I'm sober. How about Calvo and Wigdor join me at that table over there?"
"How about you go fuck yourself," Calvo said.
"I didn't come here to piss you off. I just need some info." I walked over to the bar and held up a fifty-dollar bill. "Here's fifty bucks for the bartender. It's a prepayment. Fifty bucks worth of booze in exchange for ten minutes with Calvo and Wigdor." I put the fifty on the counter. Philly glanced at it, then looked back at me.
I walked to a table on the other side of the room. My four friends stayed put. They looked exhausted.
"C'mon, Ray," Wigdor said. "Let's see what the little shit wants."
The two wobbled over to the table. It amazed me how booze turned a middle-aged face into a puffy, bloated mug after a few hours of drinking. They looked like bulldogs with receding hairlines. I tried and failed to picture them twenty years younger. I said to Calvo, "I'm going to pay for a new jacket and the cleaning bill for the slacks."
"Go to hell."
I looked at Wigdor. He seemed the more sensible of the two. "Gordon Baxter. A well-known scofflaw. Did you interview him regarding the Gelashvili murder?"
Wigdor's vacant expression suggested they hadn't bothered. Then he said, "Who told you about Baxter?"
"The parking officer you spoke with."
Calvo jumped in. "It's none of your goddamn business. And we told them meter maids to keep their mouths shut."
"He's under surveillance," Wigdor said. "We don't want his name circulating. He might disappear before—." The two dicks glanced at each other. "Before we want him to."
I waited a few beats to let the awkwardness fester. "Before you want him to what? Disappear? Is this about the Gelashvili murder or something else?"
"It doesn't matter," Calvo said. "This is police business. You got no say in it, so fuck off."
I decided to drop Jimmy's name. "Kalijero tells me you both got retirement in your sights. Three-and-half months or so?"
Calvo grinned. "Hey! You must be Landau! Jimmy puts your old man away and you become his little bitch?"
"Just stay away from Baxter," Wigdor said. "If he takes off, you're going to piss off a lot of people. That's all you need to know."
"Yeah? Do those people I will piss off also spend their days getting wasted in sleazy watering holes while conducting surveillance?"
Icy stares. Then Calvo said, "I gotta hand it to you, Landau, you crack one case and that's enough to get a reputation as a smart-ass punk. How many murder investigations you think you can survive being a cocky little shit? And don't bet on Kalijero being your pal too much longer. He put his papers in before we did. Any day he'll be running some greasy spoon in Greek Town."
Not wanting to wear out my welcome, I thanked my new friends for their hospitality and bid them farewell. I walked back to my car with two competing thoughts: Linking a dead immigrant to a multimedia corporation just became more complicated, and it hurt to find out second-hand that Jimmy put in for retirement. I needed a place to sit, eat, and reflect. Tamar had mentioned a Georgian bakery around Devon and California. What the hell, it was only a mile away.
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I found the Kutaisi Georgian Bakery in a thriving multicultural paradise of skin tones, creeds, and ethnicities. Equally diverse were the delicious smells emanating from the bakery's brick-domed oven as it produced the breads and pastries so well known to District 24 of the Chicago Police Department. I perused the offerings displayed under the counter, aware of the four officers ensconced at a corner table, clearly enjoying a variety of flaky pastry treats. I settled on a triangular shaped delicacy and sat in front of the window. A sweet honey-walnut flavor filled my world as I stared into the craziness of Devon Avenue and tried to make sense of the preceding days.
A highly educated immigrant, a scientist working as a parking officer, gunned down while off duty. A media executive shrunk a feature about the dead man to a glorified obit although it still caught the attention of a weird guy named Izzy who claimed no connection to either party yet hired me to find the killer. Although not convinced of Izzy's alleged unaffiliated status, his five-grand cash advance changed my mind over-powered my concerns.
The cliché stood front and center, close enough for me to smell its foul breath: Evil corporate bastard committed murder to cover his ass.
The simplest scenario—Gelashvili gave Konigson one too many parking tickets—was also the stupidest. Or maybe Konigson's chauffeur got too many tickets. Even stupider. The expanse of unattached dots between Gelashvili's world and Konigson's world required more connections before I could move beyond the realm of idiotic speculation. Moments like these begged the attention of "Frownie Consciousness," an intruding voice I attributed to the old man when personal doubt hoisted its beastly face. Focus on the dots in your immediate vicinity, the voice said, and instantly I saw Baxter the scofflaw—a.k.a. my closest dot.
I sat upright and breathed deeply while twisting my neck and shoulders back and forth. After several rotations, a silky black ponytail caught my attention. She stood in front of the oven, apparently inspecting the dial thermometer. When she turned to leave, I saw enough of her face to confirm Tamar's identity. Why would she mention the Georgian bakery but skip the fact she worked there?
I stood at the end of the counter watching her push on mobile pan racks trays of dough back and forth from the prep room to the oven. The backroom had one large open entryway through which I could observe others bent over tables kneading, glazing, or icing. Then Tamar appeared in the doorway wiping her hands on the bottom half of her apron. She stared through the bakery with a look of tired resignation. I moved toward the middle of the counter and waited.
After a deep breath, she lowered her gaze, smiled broadly, and walked over. "What're you doing here?" she said. The sincerity of her smile warmed me.
"I was hungry. What're you doing here?"
She giggled. "I told you yesterday I worked here."
I returned the giggle. "You told me yesterday about a Georgian bakery where cops hung out."
She thought about it. "I thought I told you I worked at a Georgian bakery where cops hung out."
My turn to think about it. "Maybe you did—it doesn't matter. Gordon Baxter. Does that name mean anything to you?"
"I don't think so. Should it?"
"Only if Jack had mentioned him. Another officer told me Baxter was a well-known scofflaw whose car had been towed more than once. He was also well known for his abusive language and threats. And he lives in your neighborhood."
"So he's a suspect?"
"I'm not sure. Seems like he should be, but a lot of things aren't what they seem."
Tamar nodded. "That's quite a profound statement."
"It's a cliché, but true nevertheless. I'll let you get back to work."
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