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Prologue

 


Birmingham, the city of my birth.
Sometimes I wanted to burn it down. She was the hallowed ground of
all my successes and failures. I had sworn, years before, to
protect and serve her, to lay down my life in her service if need
be.

In those days, I was an
idealistic young police officer. I am free from that oath now, at
least technically. But I still walked her streets in the dead
evening or the red-eyed hours of morning, and I loved her and I
hated her, and I could never let her go.

So. This is the story I have to
tell. Maybe I’m like the Ancient Mariner with his head full of
death. Maybe, like his tale, mine has a lofty moral. Or maybe this
is just a story about what happens when rats run out of room in
their cage. I wanted things to turn out different. It started
badly, though. Things that start that way usually end that
way.

The whole thing started with a
lie, and a lie is a particularly deadly kind of beast that not only
breeds its own kind, but its offspring are ever larger and more
deadly monsters. It breeds them to protect itself. Behind every lie
is a sad story, some little betrayal.

Life is full of sad stories and
little betrayals. Friends, lovers and a thousand other people we
meet on our long hard trip into the darkness do us wrong. Or so it
seems. The sad truth is we usually betray ourselves. The doom we
bring is usually our own. We struggle in this world, trying to feel
like we fit in somewhere, drive ourselves hard to find that next
piece of the puzzle that is going to give it all clarity and make
some sense of the Big Picture. We sit here in Sodom and Gomorra,
playing the game, biding our time, waiting on the bang, or the
whimper.

Death comes calling pretty often
on the streets, and it is usually a brutal little visit. It comes
quickest to the slow and the weak. They enter into the city’s great
grinding heart unprepared, get lost in its endless, mad and secret
maze. Those who die here, like anywhere else, are of no special
kind. They are not especially weak or naive; they come in all
varieties, from all walks of life. Just like the people in this
little yarn.

They come from the small towns,
and the farms, because they want all of the things that only the
city can give them, things that their humbler homes cannot. Some
find these things. But the city is pitiless in this regard. For
everything that it gives with one hand, there is always something
else it takes away with the other. It could rain without ceasing
for a million years and not wash clean the way things are in the
ghettos and the slums, where those without choices lay down in the
darkness, in their torturer’s cold embrace.

Like every metropolis, there are
the same old games. There are rackets, scams and vice, which come
like incantations from out of the darkness itself. The lines and
the deceptions are as old as the curse of which they are a part.
There’s always a demand, and lies always get believed. They get
passed down to the victims from the predators. The victims that
survive become predators in their turn, and the cycle goes on,
growing, claiming its endless number of victims.

I know, because I have seen these
sad sagas unfold. I have wandered the dark alleyways, I have chased
the fleeing thieves and rapists, held the bleeding victims, and
felt the knife of the hunted man. I have heard the mothers weeping,
I have seen the hired killers do their bloody work, and go free to
kill again. I have seen the innocent die, and the guilty walk free
in the light of day. I make it my business to see.

My name is Roland Longville. I am
a private detective.

Winter had come, and the streets
had died. The Magic City had quieted down—or so it seemed. It had
really just taken its portable evils inside. Icy rain streamed down
the windows in long slow rivulets, like a mother’s tears of
heartbreak. My office was on the second floor of the venerable
Brooks Building, the former jewel of the similarly named Brooks
Plaza. Both were named for the Brooks family, a wealthy clan of
nineteenth century industrialists who had left their name on many
places and monuments in Birmingham. But times change; I was the
building’s last remaining tenant.

In the summer, the streets below
would overflow with a symphony of automobile engines and wailing
sirens. The shouts and laughter of the children from the housing
projects from far up the street would float up to my dusty windows.
Even the vacant buildings of Brooks Plaza would seem to contain a
better spirit, although no living inhabitant had troubled most of
them for many years. This part of the city had died long ago; most
of the businesses had moved away when those projects had gone
up.

In addition to my office, the
only place that could be loosely described as “Open for business”
in Brooks Plaza was Sally’s Diner. It was an old-fashioned coffee
and sandwich shop across from my building, within view of my
office. I was a regular there most mornings, stopping in to enjoy
the black coffee and resigned silence of Sally’s aging
patrons.

My pilgrimage from the life of
police officer to that of my current line of work is a dirty little
story that I seldom tell. Put it this way, once I had let someone
down when they were counting on me. The short story is, an officer
had lost her life. Some people blamed me, and others didn’t. None
blamed me so much as I blamed myself. I took to the bottle, and
spent what seemed an eternity in its blinding embrace.

In the end I left the force.
Sometimes I missed my old life, with its myriad intricacies, and
its sense of brotherhood. The feeling of belonging to the right
side had also been important to me, in a world grown so ambivalent.
I missed all of those things, usually when I wasn’t up to my neck
in my own troubles, and could afford to wax romantic. Chiefly, I
missed the people who were part of that life; there were too few of
them left after the transition.

I listened to the wind, looked
outside at the deepening darkness. The evening had descended, with
millions of ghosts, as I sat reflecting on my own. The weather
outside was rotten; for days the city had been held in the
remorseless grip of a winter storm front. It had laid siege, and it
showed no sign of remorse.

Off in the distance, a lonely
train gave a long moan, and grumbled over the giant trestle that
divides downtown Birmingham neatly in half. Far across the city,
above its aura of mist, I could see the glow of the light held
aloft by the statue of Vulcan. It glowed a dim red in the distance,
signaling that someone had died in traffic that day.

I had been in a reminiscent mood
of late. Bleak weather had always brought the darkness out in me. I
thought about my ex-partner, Detective Lieutenant Lester Broom, and
how a visit was overdue from one or the other of us; we owed each
other our lives a few times over. I also wondered what Patricia, my
ex-wife, was up to nowadays; I hadn’t heard from her since she had
left Birmingham, two years before. Sometimes I felt like I still
loved her, but it didn’t eat at me as much as it once had. Mainly,
this was because I tried desperately not to think of
her.

Life contains too many pieces of
our existence that get crossed out for one reason or the other.
Sometimes it’s others that cross us out; sometimes it’s the other
way around.

I generally never used to be the
maudlin sort, but then, I used to be the drinking sort. When the
mind is not numbed occasionally, by whatever means, it wanders into
whatever dark corner it pleases. My drinking went a long way toward
explaining many of my own lost bits and pieces of my life. At the
time it didn’t seem to matter. By giving up the bottle, a person
learns to live with their phantoms.

I pondered two cases that I
didn’t want. I had gotten involved with each of them because I
can’t resist helping someone who has been taken advantage of. Well,
that’s what I like to think, anyway. Maybe I tell little lies about
my motivations to myself. It’s also possible that I’m a big,
softhearted sap. A solid case could be made for that
theory.

The situation had crept up on me
over the last few weeks. I had taken the first one because I have
come to realize that some things are more important than whether it
is the kind of case that I find most savory. Maybe. I had gotten to
a point where I had to make a decision. I could listen to my
conscience or do what my client had asked. It was then that my
second case had come calling.

 



Chapter 1

 


So there I sat, listening to the
wind, when I heard the outer door creak, and a careful footstep in
the deserted lobby. I figured it might be a homeless person,
seeking shelter from the cold. One couldn’t lock the outer door of
a business, even on an abysmal evening like this one.

But any
footstep in the hall might be the Angel of Death,
a tiny little voice spoke inside my head. I slid
open the top drawer of my desk where I keep my .45 Smith and
Wesson, my only insurance against man’s inhumanity to me. I put my
hand on the pistol; the gunmetal was cold and calming against my
skin.

Then Harry shuffled in. He was a
slender, handsome young man, but he walked like a ninety-year old.
I recognized him immediately, and smiled to myself at my fear while
I slid the drawer shut. I tried to remember. Had it been four? No,
five years. Back when I had a wife, a badge and a law enforcement
career. Another ghost, but this one had come to visit in the flesh.
Harry fixed me with his earnest, slightly insane smile, and I found
myself returning it despite my black mood.

“Surprise.” He
extended has arms to each side, like a wizard appearing magically.
He then opened his coat in a mock-serious attempt to show he was
unarmed. Harry had always been able to dispel any sort of gloom,
whether real or imagined. I stood up and held out my
hand.

“Harry, how have you
been?”

He pulled off a thick, brown
mitten, and put a warm hand in mine. “Fine, except I’m a little
gimped up. And you?” He gave me a wink that came from long
association. His voice was amiable and carried a detectable Yiddish
accent. His skin was a tan shade of olive despite the cold. He
walked with his head thrown back, taking it all in. Harry was Long
Island’s gift to Birmingham. How he had ended up here, I had never
known, or had long since forgotten.

I had known Harry since he had
been a teenage troublemaker, when I had been a cop up on the North
Side. It was a strange but amiable relationship. There had been
plenty of delinquents, but at least back in those days the kids
waited until they hit their high teens to start committing
crimes.

Harry, however, was somehow
different. He had been like bad money, in and out of the North
precinct for one petty charge or another. But the truth was, I
liked him. As a matter of fact, most of the cops at the North
precinct had been able to forgive him for his seeming inability to
comprehend the law. He was hard not to like. He hadn’t hated us for
busting him, like the others. He seemed to regard it as the price
of doing business. He had always seemed like a nice kid, just
cursed with bad value judgment. But that had been a while back. He
still wasn’t someone that I would expect to waltz into my humble
office.

“What’s the matter,
Roland, you think I’d be doing hard time by now?”

“Actually, I figured
you’d be dead.”

Harry laughed, a quiet, ironic
sound. We both sat down.

“How are you this
lovely evening?” Harry smiled his legendary smile.

“Good enough,
Harry.”

“I heard about you
leaving the force. I was pretty amazed, because you were such a
good cop. Somebody told me you started drinking, is that so? That’s
really kind of hard to believe . . . .”

He stopped, looked intently at me
for a second, and then the smile returned. He had read in my face
that he ought not to go on; I’m sure he saw pain there. It was hard
for me to talk about that time, three years ago now. We let the
subject die away, with the moan of the wind against the panes.
Harry started the conversation over.

“So how’s that giant
thug of a partner of yours?”

I smiled, glad to let the subject
shift to something more agreeable.

“Broom’s
fine.”

“Didn’t figure that
much had changed with him. Is he still a cop?”

“He’ll always be, I
suppose, as long as Birmingham needs them. I may have changed, but
not old Lester Broom.”

Harry’s manner and face suddenly
became very serious. “A lot has changed for me, too, Roland.” He
leaned forward and stared at me with great intensity. “I’ve kept
myself clean for the past few years, and it’s paid off for me. Just
like all of you cops at North Precinct always said it would. I’ve
met the right girl, a perfect girl, and well, I’ve made up my mind
to settle down. I ditched the life and all my old friends, except
for a few, and went totally straight.”

The
life. His old life of
crime.

“That’s great, Harry.
Really. Glad things are going so well for you. I remember hearing
about you getting shot. I hate to admit it, but I remember hoping
you pulled through.”

“It was a break-in
gone bad. Some people just won’t listen to reason. No, I know that
what I did was wrong. I don’t blame that shopkeeper for shooting
me. Maybe I would have done the same thing.”

Nothing to settle a man down like
a little hot lead. I let him go on.

“After I got shot, I
spent a lot of time in the hospital. I did a lot of thinking. I
wondered if I was going to make it. I could’ve died,
right?”

“You could have died
lots of times. You and your pals used to pull some
capers.”

“Well, it took
getting shot and realizing I was stuck with this bum leg for the
rest of my life to teach me a lesson.”

“So, you wised up and
started doing the right thing. Good for you. A lot of people never
do, no matter what happens to them. A lot are less lucky than you,
limp or no limp.”

“Exactly.” He seemed
filled with eagerness to tell me more.

“So things are really
going that good, eh? Why don’t you tell me about them?”

“Well, you see,
that’s just it, they were going fine, up until I lent a . . .
friend of mine . . . some money, which he was supposed to pay back,
and it looks like he skipped on me. This I get from my so-called
friend? That’s why I’ve come to you, I need you to find him and get
my money back.”

“Well, I’ll see what
I can do. What’s this friend’s name?”

Harry smiled his neon smile, and
hesitated a second. “Itchy Danny Weber.”

I sat back in my chair and gave
Harry my most damning glare. This seemed to affect him less than
the room temperature.

“You expect me to
believe that you lent money to a crook like Itchy Danny
Weber?”

Harry hunched his shoulders in a
comically exaggerated shrug and sat looking out into the cold and
wet night.

“Itchy was my best
friend, and I was trying to help him out. You’d have done the same
thing.”

I grimaced. “Harry, You forget
that I know Itchy Danny. He was, and is, one of the most well known
small time crooks in the city; I used to bust him all of the time
for petty theft. You know that. Do you really expect me to believe
that you trusted him?”

Harry sat back
in his chair and muttered a barely perceptible, “Oy vey.”

“This world’s too
full of blame,” Harry waxed philosophically. “You used to bust me
too, Roland. So what? I got my act together. Danny might have too,
right? He was there for me back when I got shot. He helped me get
back on my feet, you know? So I trusted him a little too much I
guess. You can’t really blame me. We’d always been tight, and back
in the day, you know, we’d gotten into a few pinches together.
That’ll make you trust a guy. You should know that.”

“Harry, Danny took a
step beyond the petty stuff you guys used to pull. Forget
pilfering. Danny went up a few years back. I heard he was serving
time for aggravated assault.”

“Still, he’s a friend.” Harry gave another of his
all-dismissing shrugs. What are you gonna
do? It seemed to say. He seemed serene as
a monk.

I decided to practiced my
meditation and let the master continue.

“I was doing all
right for myself, like I said, but I didn’t want to turn my back on
Itchy. He was a friend. He said that he would pay me back in a
month, after a big score that he had planned, but it’s been three
months and I can’t locate the schmuck. I been asking around, you
know? Which is why I’m here.”

“Would I be wrong in
assuming that this was some sort of criminal activity for which
Itchy needed the money?”

In response, Harry positively
beamed, but said nothing. I have a terrible knack for saying the
wrong thing and ending all the giggles. I decided to show
off.

“How much money did
you lend Itchy, Harry?”

“My girl and me, it
was our savings. That’s another reason . . .”

“Harry. Come on. How
much?”

“Well, five large . .
. five thousand.”

I sat brooding over Harry’s
little mess, listening to the wailing wind and the early evening
rain. I liked Harry, and wanted to trust him. That was part of his
magic. You always wanted to trust him. But then again, I knew him,
and in the past my longing that he straighten out and fly right had
always come up empty. I put out a cautious feeler.

“I might be able to
help you, Harry. But if this money’s dirty—”

“I would ask you to
do that? Please. With you, I’ll be square. I just want what’s owed
to me, what belongs to me. And what belongs to Eve.”

“Eve?” The way that
he’d said the name had carried a peculiar weight, as if he were a
priest reciting a mantra. I paused.

“Eve is the young
woman I was telling you about, the one that I’m going to marry.
Some of the money is hers, and she’s always been a really straight
person. She’s not like all the other girls I used to hang out with.
She’s from a good family. So naturally, feeling the way I do about
her, I tried to keep it under wraps, so to speak, that I’d lent
Itchy Danny the money because I thought that he’d be paying me back
pretty quick. You see—”

“—Eve doesn’t even
know you lent your savings to a two-bit criminal? And this is the
woman you plan to marry?”

Again, I received the
all-dismissing shrug, the disarming smile.

“Now she does. I mean, I had
to tell her after a while. I felt bad about what
had happened. It’s not like I wanted to keep it from her. She was
pretty damn mad, I can tell you that. Now, that’s a side of her you
don’t want to see. But, I’d told her about you before, how we went
way back, and so she thought that since you were a private eye now,
maybe if I came to you we could work something out. Maybe I could
get you to go after Itchy Danny.”

“For old time’s
sake?”

Harry held his hands up, palms
out.

“Oh, no, Roland. You
should know better. It isn’t like that. This would be legitimate
business.” He appeared to be deliberating; then he slid forward in
the chair and leaned closer.

“We’ll pay you a
thousand to find him. Of course, it goes without saying that you
have to collect the rest of the dough.”

Outside, the empty moan of the
wind became a little louder. I waited for it to die
away.

You should know
better, a little voice in my head was
telling me.

“Well, the truth is,
I’m already working a case and that’s taking up a lot of my time.
Let’s assume, for the sake of argument, that I take your case. This
thousand . . . when would I receive it?”

“After you find
Itchy. You can take it out of whatever he’s got left. Even if he’s
spent it all, I guarantee your fee. I mean, I’m sure you’ll find
him. You’re the best.”

I ignored the patronizing remark,
and took my time in responding. Inwardly, I was mightily displeased
with myself, because I knew what I was going to say already. I
suppose that Harry did too. Which was also displeasing.
Soft-hearted Roland Longville, Private Eye. That’s me. I should
have my own TV show. Maybe Harry could be my sidekick.

“Okay, Harry, I’ll
see what I can do.”

Harry extended his hand once
again, as he stood. “Thanks a million, Roland. Oh! But I almost
forgot, and if I forget, Eve will kill me.”

“And what, pray tell
me, would get such a severe reaction from the Perfect
Woman?”

“If I forget to
invite you over to our home for dinner Friday night.”

I started to protest, but
something about the mad twinkle in Harry’s dark eyes forbade it. I
let my shoulders fall in mock defeat.

“Okay, Harry, that
sounds good. It’ll be good to catch up on things after so
long.”

“And also to meet
Eve, don’t forget.” The strange emphasis on the name was there
again.

“Ah. Yes, Eve.
Looking forward to meeting the woman who has salvaged you from a
life of petty crime.”

Harry gave me his address, and
told me to show up around seven thirty. We shook hands a third
time, and he was gone, an unreal figure from the vanished past
which I had only moments before sat pondering. He had disappeared
back out into the moaning sleet and the growling thunder. I stood
there for a moment, and shook my head in silent disbelief. The wind
howled like a lost soul.

The weather had turned cold as a
landlord’s heart, and even the petty thieves and prostitutes that
populated the streets of Westmoreland Heights had sought cover
indoors. No one interfered with me as I slouched toward my decrepit
Buick, which I always park next to the abandoned Magic City Bakery
across the street. I jangled the keys in the lock and slid inside.
I started the engine and let it warm up a little before pulling out
onto the slick, empty street. I pointed my car to the Northeast and
drove through the pelting sleet to my humble home.

 



Chapter 2

 


I still had that other case that
I was trying to bring to a close, and I had yet to confront the
principal figure in that drama. This was the cause for much of my
brooding. It was a wandering daughter case, and I had found the
daughter. Her name was Lena and she was living in a once middle
class part of the city that was filled with crumbling brownstone
buildings older than even my own venerable Brooks
Building.

It was the kind
of case that I usually don’t take—disgruntled college kids ditch
their parents’ ideas of domestic bliss all of the time. Usually
they turn up, older and wiser, with a child or three. Sometimes
they never come back, disappearing into the vast and intricate
wilderness of America without leaving a trace. In either case—no,
in most cases—there is a force at work quite beyond my own humble
powers to interdict.

I had been sitting in my office
one day in the fall, congratulating myself over having just dug up
a particularly well hidden dead-beat dad for Human Services, when
the telephone rang and a somber voice on the other end requested to
meet with me over a matter of the utmost importance. The person on
the other end refused to discuss the matter over the phone. You get
that sometimes.

That was how the Waters family
had entered my life. They had appeared early the following morning
with their tears, their outrage, and a sad story about their
missing daughter. They were nice looking people; in other
circumstances, I’m sure they were very charming. Mr. Waters was a
prematurely graying, but otherwise youthful-looking man; his wife
was growing solid and matronly but still attractive. Nevertheless,
something about them was too mild. I gathered that they lived very
sheltered lives. My office is not the most squalid place on earth,
but even there they looked out of place, like ballerinas in a
whorehouse.

They were obviously extremely
disturbed. When they walked into my office, they looked around as
if in a daze, as though wondering where they were. I had seen that
look before. A catastrophe had taken place in their quiet suburban
lives, a shipwreck that they had somehow miraculously survived only
to find themselves washed up on this alien shore, bereft of hope,
and stunned and vulnerable.

I hadn’t wanted to take the case,
but I had made the mistake of listening. I brooded over the
details, gazing out at the sliding rain and inky clouds that so
well reflected my mood. Both parents had convinced me—the eternal
softhearted sap—that their daughter was different. Lena had been
corrupted, they claimed, by a worldly young man, a would-be artist,
like herself. He had captivated her and run away with her to the
city. They were sure he had, by this time, abandoned her, leaving
her destitute and living on some street corner with no means of
support. Lena had been in regular contact with her parents, but
that had abruptly ceased over four months ago. They were fairly out
of their minds with worry. And I was obviously out of mine, too, as
I had reluctantly agreed to take the case.

Lena Waters was not technically a
runaway, since she was a legal adult. More accurately, she was a
college dropout. She had come to the city just like so many others
who came looking for that elusive break that would set them free
forever from the boring and the humdrum—humdrum meaning an ordinary
life, like those of their parents.

Like most of them, she’d gotten
mixed up with the wrong people, for the wrong reasons.

This was hardly shocking to me.
There were countless young people like her here, and in other
cities around the nation. I doubted I would ever find her, but her
grieving parents had implored me to keep looking, forever if need
be. Fortunately, within a month I had found her. After I notified
her relieved parents, I had discreetly watched Lena for a couple of
days and reported my findings back to them, along with a few words
of advice: “Finding” a legal adult rarely does any good, since they
very often don’t want to hear from the people they ran away from in
the first place. I have heard ‘Go to hell and leave me alone!’
plenty of times.

All of this I told Lena’s
parents, and more.

“Our Lena isn’t like those other kids you’ve been after, Mr.
Longville.” Mr. Waters assured me, his eyebrow arched to show how
convinced he was of what he was saying. He had a soft, lyrical
Southern accent. I’m a down-to-earth
country boy it seemed to say. “True, she’s
fallen in with the wrong element, but Lena’s a good girl. If she
weren’t being pressured, she never would have done
this.”

I’d heard that one before,
too.

“It’s that boy. Oh, I
wish she had listened to me about that boy,” Mrs. Waters wailed,
dissolving completely into tears.

“Finding your
daughter won’t be easy, and even if I can, I can offer no
guarantees,” I threw in, while Mr. Waters comforted his
wife.

They both nodded, but I wasn’t
sure they were really listening.

“I want you to know
that I have the utmost sympathy for what you must be feeling right
now, but you must accept that Lena may have made this decision on
her own. So even if I find her, she may not want to come
home.”

Of course, all of my lecturing
did little good. It seldom did. I suppose I repeated the lecture
more out of a sense of obligation to the truth. They were like
others I’d seen, incredulous at this disaster that had befallen
them, their little girl gone mad and run away to the city and
untold dangers. Mrs. Waters had cried from then on whenever Lena’s
name was mentioned, and I was forced to think of other similar
cases that I had taken, years before, of young people who had
disappeared under strange circumstances, only to resurface
following aging rock and roll bands across the country, pretending
to live “Alternative” lifestyles.

Most were just waiting on their
trust funds to mature. I had sworn to myself after recovering the
last permanently stoned banker’s son from Southern California, that
I would take no more runaway cases. However, against my better
judgement I had taken this one. In the end what had convinced me
was her picture. The parents had shown it to me and there was an
air about the young woman that was apparent even in the photograph.
She had happy but curious dark eyes, with an eagerness and an
innocence bordering on emptiness, like they wanted more, to drink
in the world and find what was right for her.

“I’m not the richest
man, Mr. Longville, but I am well off. I want you to find my
daughter and tell her how we feel. We didn’t get a chance to tell
her how we felt, Mr. Longville; no goodbyes. We were loving
parents; we gave her everything. Children don’t run away from
parents like that.”

Actually, they do.
Moreover, I’ve heard that one before, too.

I thought this, but said nothing.
I had already decided, and there was really nothing more to say, so
I took the case. I’d find her or I wouldn’t.

I had begun the search the next
day, planning to find Lena quickly. I figured maybe it was a case
of a spoiled kid testing her parents. It happens a lot. It hadn’t
turned out to be so simple. For one thing, she wasn’t where she
should be.

Being the world’s greatest
detective, I wasted only a couple of months stumbling around in the
wrong sections of town. When cruising the flophouses and the jails
brought me nothing, I had checked the hospitals and the morgues.
That brought me no luck. But there are only so many options for a
person on the skids. By a process of elimination, I had found
her.

I hadn’t broken
the news to her parents just yet. What I had found I knew they
wouldn’t want to hear. She was living with some delinquent in a
ramshackle building in Sumiton, the most run-down part of town. The
outside of the building looked like Picasso’s Guernica. The delinquent in question
was presumably the would-be artist boyfriend. It didn’t look like
they were too deeply in love. Neither of them seemed to be
employed, at least not in a traditional sense. I had, however, seen
Lena give the boyfriend money several times. He would usually
immediately depart with friends for a night’s reveling. Lena had
her own visitors; they came at odd hours to the small apartment,
always male visitors, and nearly always alone. At least her
occupation was obvious.

I had rarely seen the same man
enter twice, or stay more than a couple of hours. That pretty much
told the story. The fact that there was a boyfriend in the picture
didn’t really surprise me. I’d seen plenty of boyfriends who would
turn their girlfriends out for money. It isn’t pretty but that’s
the way it is. When Lena was entertaining, the boyfriend would
always make himself absent. Even from a distance, I could see that
there were lines under Lena’s eyes, eyes that looked deep and
tired, those same eyes that had been so dark and
sparkling.

I had been
standing under the awning of a broken down flophouse to get out of
the rain. It wasn’t working. I blended in seamlessly with the wet
derelicts. You’re a real master of
disguise, Longville, I thought to
myself.

Finally, I spotted her across the
street. She was walking slowly, warily down the sidewalk. I watched
as she walked up to her run-down apartment building, hugging
herself against the drizzle. Short and thin, dressed in a shabby
blue coat, she wore nothing on her head, despite the cold. Her long
brown hair whipped in the wind. She fumbled as she took out her
key. She looked small, vulnerable, abandoned. She went inside, but
I didn’t venture across just yet.

While I waited, I saw a man come
up to the door with a small brown bag. It wasn’t the boyfriend, who
was skinny, unwashed and young. Instead, he was stocky, and from a
distance, he appeared well dressed, shirt collar open to show a
thick gold chain. He wasn’t there for a ‘visit’— at least not the
kind I’d usually observed. He went in without preamble, and emerged
less than a minute later without the package. All business. He had
a look of absolute disgust on his face, the disgust of the master
for the slave. Suddenly I knew Lena’s problem all to
well.

I waited until this charming
fellow departed, then surreptitiously went across the street and up
to her door. I leaned on the buzzer several times, but there was no
answer. Inside, Lena was probably too high to be bothered just
then. I decided to come back after I met with Harry and Eve. She’d
be down by then. Smack is a heavy hitter, but its pleasure is
fleeting.

My little date would require me
to drive all the way across town. The traffic situation was always
dismal. For some reason, it seems people like to drive even crazier
than usual when it rains. A brief glance in the rearview mirror
revealed a river of red tail lights stretching off into infinity in
the opposite direction. There were a number of hold ups from
accidents along the way.

Ah, Birmingham. I have a
love-hate relationship with the city of my birth, jewel of the
South. She is a lot of things. She is green and gray, smiling and
scowling, bitter and sweet, rural and urban. She is a burgeoning
metropolis set in the middle of a wasteland. She is a million
strong, almost the exact same size as her British sister that had
given her a name. She is the pride of Alabama and her curse, having
been the focus of the civil rights riots of the sixties, while
remaining her largest city and a center of commerce.

The Magic City is divided into
three big pieces. Roughly speaking, they go from Best to worst,
like so. The farther south one travels, the better the quality of
living. The farther north, the more abysmal. In the middle, there
lays Park Place, pleasantly secluded from the rest of the city by
its topography. There, most of the city’s rich have managed to
seclude and insulate themselves from the troubles other city
dwellers face day to day.

Also, in the middle lies
Westmoreland Heights and Elyton to the east. Between the two of
them, the long sliver of the city that is downtown lies between
Airport Highway and University Boulevard. Within it you will find
the Morris Station, The Magic City’s central hub of transportation;
and The Hart Tower, the tallest building in the city. Most of the
smaller business owners, the jewelers and pawnbrokers who dominate
there, live in a nearby enclave known simply as The
District.

Stretching away far above it
all—the poorest section of the city—is the North Side. Here are the
ruins of the former great steel empire. The North Side is
crumbling. It is home to row upon long brown row of the city’s
projects. In the seventies, plans were loudly announced for urban
renewal, but those promises were forgotten when the men who made
them were elected. The denizens are poor, but make no mistake,
there are thriving businesses there and many rich men. But most of
the businesses are questionable, at best, if not outright illegal.
And the richest men of the North Side are the criminals who run
those businesses.

There is also the Mob. The most
powerful faction is the Ganato crime family headed by Don Armand
Ganato, the Caesar and overlord of the huge mafia family that
operates from their own part of the North End, referred to by them
as The Zone. In the old days, The Zone was once called The Mafia
Zone, but the name has become contracted with the passage of time.
Don Ganato lives in The Zone, a part of the city in which there is
virtually no law but his, and of which he is ruler absolute. The
Zone lies directly across the Cahaba River from the North Side and
Ganato’s enemies, the O’Hearn mob.

The O’Hearn mob was traditionally
an Irish organization, but over the years it has adopted
Southerners of Scottish, Welsh and German pedigree, though it is
still referred to by many as the Irish mob. Principally, it still
is. Its founder, Big Thom O’Hearn, was born and reared in Ireland,
as was his young protégé, “Longshot” Lonnie O’Malley. Now Big Thom
is gone, and Lonnie runs the rackets.

Harry’s apartment was in the
lower part of Fountain Heights, toward the Cahaba River. Though by
no means ritzy, Fountain Heights boasted some of the nicer places
to live on that side of the city. They were areas that the police
would still go into at night, places where you could still raise
children if you were of a mind.

Harry lived on the 7th floor of a
high-rise apartment complex, so I had time to prepare myself before
I arrived. I don’t fuss with my appearance much, but then again, I
don’t get that many dinner invitations. I rode up alone in the
elevator, where I was treated to a particularly awful Muzak version
of “Nights in White Satin” before the elevator doors opened onto a
much more pleasant silence.

I walked down the hallway until I
reached the door of number 7635, and straightened myself a little
before knocking. I heard an excited murmur, and a light footfall.
The door opened.

“Mr. Longville,
hello! I’m Eve.” I received a half hug and a peck on the cheek. She
smelled of Jasmine, and the aroma pleasantly filled my senses.
“We’ve been expecting you. Please come in. Harry will be out in a
second.”

“Eve.” I tried to
maintain my composure. Her eyes were riveting, violet streaked with
gold. I watched her walk away with a pleasant fluid movement, and
discovered that I was having trouble taking my eyes off her. Her
skin was unusual, in that it was a smooth and perfect . . . pink? I
realized that was it, her skin was as smooth and pink as a baby’s
flesh. She was also beautiful beyond what most men would expect
beautiful to be. She had high cheekbones and full lips that gave
her a mysterious, even secretive, look. Thick dark blonde hair hung
down to her small muscular waist.

Her posture wasn’t regal, her
bearing wasn’t aristocratic, but there was something arresting
about the way she moved, something that demanded attention, like a
dancer. A former ballerina, I thought. She was dressed in a flowery
summer dress. Her body looked supple and strong beneath it. She was
the kind of woman that I suppose most men dream about—if not before
they meet them, definitely afterward.

“I hope you like
veal, Mr. Longville.” She smiled and arched an eyebrow at me. Nice
dimples. Her accent was a soft and musical purr, the voluptuous
accent of South Alabama. “I know that you don’t drink, so I made
you some sweet tea . . . we’re having wine.”

Harry appeared from a back room.
“Roland! Glad you could make it.”

“Well, had to meet
the little woman, didn’t I?”

Harry beamed. “Glad you got here
when you did. Eve’s prepared a feast, and I’d have hated to start
without you.”

As we sat down, Eve scooted over
next to me and rested her chin on the back of her hand. “So, Mr.
Longville...”

“Please, call me
Roland.”

“Thank you, Roland.
Tell me, how on earth did you and Harry ever meet?”

She had a bemused expression on
her face. I glanced at Harry.

“Um . . . we met in
jail.”

The pretty face became very
serious. She looked from me to Harry and back to me. She leaned
very close and whispered into my ear. “So, what were you in
for?”

We all had a little laugh. My
stomach growled. Something smelled good in the kitchen.

“I guess that a
better question would be where you two met.”

“What is this, the
third degree?” She smiled at me, her eyes sparkling.

“Eve.” Harry hissed,
sounding scandalized, like an old mother hen.

“I’m only kidding,
honey.” She reached over and squeezed his hand without taking her
eyes off me. She smiled at me again, and I felt slightly dizzy. “We
met in a checkout line,” she said.

She paused for a minute, then
stood suddenly. “Well, let’s get this show on the road! Don’t move;
I’ll get everything. I insist.”

We spent the remainder of the
evening talking about old times, and new ones. Apparently, the two
of them had discussed the topic of marriage and were very committed
to each other. I gathered they were waiting on the recovery of
certain funds.

Finally, I complimented Eve on
her culinary skills and stood. I bid them good night and waited
while Eve retrieved my coat. As she handed it to me, she kissed me
on the cheek and held my hand. Jasmine filled my senses. “You’ll
have to come back sometime,” she whispered. And then, backing away,
she gave me a toothy smile.

I looked back as I headed toward
the elevators. Eve was still standing there. She tossed me a little
wave and the door slowly closed.

~

I made my way back to Lena’s
apartment building. By comparison, Harry and Eve’s place was a
palace, indeed. I went to Lena’s door and pushed the buzzer. The
lights were out. I buzzed again, but there was no answer. I briefly
considered gaining entry by illegal means, but decided that wasn’t
warranted in this situation. It was beginning to annoy me that she
was making herself so unavailable. Junky schedules are not normal
people’s schedules; I would need to adapt. I loitered for a while
in the shadow of the old brownstone, but it was obvious that she
was gone for the night. I had an uneasy feeling that I should know
where.

An old woman squatted in the
doorway, a couple of empty wine bottles next to her. She wheezed
and hugged herself against the cold. As I turned to walk away, I
heard her whisper to herself, “Jerome . . . Jerome . . . Oh,
where’s my little doggie...” Her voice faded into the hiss of the
freezing rain that started pelting down.

Time to spend a
little less time enjoying Eve’s cooking and get back to detective
work.

I pointed the old Buick towards
home and turned on the radio, letting it keep tempo with the cold
rain that splashed on the windshield. The station came in loud and
clear. A woman was singing, her voice as soft and sweet as the
ghost of innocence:

Heaven please send to
all mankind,

Understanding and
peace of mind.

But, if it’s not
asking too much

Please send me
someone to love.

It was Sade. I hadn’t heard the
song in a long time, but by the time I crossed the bridge headed
north, I was singing along.

 



Chapter 3

 


It was very cold the next
morning. As I shrugged on my heavy winter coat, I caught a whiff of
Jasmine and smiled to myself. I stepped out of my apartment complex
into the stiff wind that cut down the empty street from the north.
Head down against the icy gale, I headed toward my
Buick.

Nothing like a simple
little case once in a while.

I should have known better. I had
determined that if I could not find Danny, I could at least find
someone who knew him. It was on the Cahaba Bridge that I began to
notice that a tan Ford was staying a constant three cars behind me,
no matter how fast or slow I drove. I found that I was mightily
irritated by a strange person following me on an otherwise
unblemished morning. I slowed abruptly and pulled over to the
side.

I watched him go by; the driver
casually averted his face, but I saw him well enough. He was a
white man in his mid-thirties. His hair was trimmed very short and
he wore a neat mustache. He did not look familiar to me, but
everything about him and his vehicle said certain things: first, he
was a cop; and secondly and most important, he was watching me.
Watching and not wanting to be observed.

Now who might you
be?

I tried to follow, but he was on
to me and had his escape well planned. He took a sharp right on
21st Street, past the crosswalk full of slow moving pedestrians,
then took several quick right turns. There was no use trying to
follow but I had the make, model and tag. Maybe that would get me
something. Nothing like a little mystery in the morning.

I entered my empty outer office
and walked past Deborah’s vacant desk. She had been my secretary
for two years until she had left when the right man had come into
her life and asked her to marry him. He hadn’t been crazy about her
involvement in my line of work. I hadn’t run an advertisement for a
replacement for her old job since she had left; it would have
seemed too much like trying to replace an old friend. I hadn’t
removed the desk from the outer office, either. It at least gave me
the illusion that I wasn’t alone in the building.

I was about to give Broom a call
regarding the license tag number when I noticed I had a message. I
pressed the button.

“Roland, it’s Harry.
Something urgent has come up. Please come by as soon as you can.
I’ll be at the apartment in about an hour and a half. We need to
talk. Please be there.” I dialed Harry’s number, and got a busy
signal. I then called Broom, down at the North Precinct. I got the
desk Sergeant, who told me Lt. Broom was out but was expected back
within a half hour. I decided to drop in on him before seeing
Harry.

Lester Broom was the biggest,
toughest cop in Birmingham, which was saying something. Broom’s
weight and height were subjects of considerable speculation. He was
a giant of a man, with a giant reputation. He knew everything about
Birmingham that a homicide detective needed to know, which meant
that he knew almost everybody and every little thing about
them.

He also possessed a vast web of
contacts throughout the city, many of which were unknown even to
me. If he didn’t have the goods on you, he could get it in a matter
of minutes, which was very useful leverage. Broom had seen every
kind of case a cop could conceivably experience. We’d been partners
for six years, my entire time as a detective. We owed each other
and respected each other. In short, we were best
friends.

I parked across the street from
the North Precinct building, right in front of the big placard that
read, “Protect, Honor, and Serve.” Twelve or so years before, I’d
been sworn in as a peace officer in front of that placard. Five
years later, I’d been sworn in as a detective in the chief’s
office. Now I was a guest, and there were new faces, people who
didn’t remember me. Things change.

I caught sight of Broom’s hulking
figure hunched over the coffee maker. I knew his early morning
coffee ritual by heart. He’d be pouring himself a quart of the
stuff, in his mighty flagon-style mug that was inscribed simply,
“Broom.” He would then drown within its murky depths a single
lonely lump of sugar. He had three of these every morning. I walked
up behind him, and gave him my customary greeting.

“Freeze!”

“Hey, Roland, what’s
shaking?” Broom asked calmly without turning around.

“Just me, must be
this weather.”

“Don’t blame me. I
just work here.”

“Work? That’s not
what I hear. By the way, you got any friends over in the Motor
Vehicles Department?”

“Yeah, there’s a girl
who works over there, I think she’s in love with me.”

He offered me a cup of black
coffee.

“Thanks. Well, Invite
me to the wedding. I hope you guys are happy. I’ve come to ask a
favor.”

“But speak, O mighty
one.”

“There’s a problem I
need you to check out, if you can. First though, I’ve got a
question for you that’s a little strange.”

“Like you’ve never done that
before?”

“Do you happen to
know if there is a cop watching me? I’ve picked up a shadow, and he
certainly looks like one of our fraternal brothers.”

“Anything is
possible.” Broom’s expression was his usual deadpan, as was his
delivery. Which meant he was turning things over in his mind. “Is
that the problem?”

“Well, it is a
problem, worse if it’s a cop. Try license number DPQ-214, and see
what you come up with.”

“Okay, pal, I’ll have
to get back to you on this if it’s a police tail. My money is it’s
nothing official. Someone would have told me first. I probably
won’t be able to get this for you before tonight, when my love
interest comes on.”

“That’s
fine.”

Just then Detective “Mack”
McMahon waltzed in. He poured himself a cup of coffee and came
around the desk, smiling.

“Well, Roland
Longville. How goes it in the Private Eye biz?”

“Hi Mack.
Everything’s going well.”

Broom was staring hard at
McMahon, who eventually felt the pressure of his gaze and turned
around.

“What?” Was all
McMahon could muster.

“Where are you,
McMahon?”

“Uh . . .
what?”

“I said, where are
you?” Broom asked again, with absolutely no expression.

“I, um, I’m in your
office, Les.”

“That’s what I
thought.”

McMahon turned and looked and me
quizzically. It was my turn to be deadpan.

“Well, Mack, isn’t
there somewhere else you should be?”

“I don’t know what
you mean, Les.”

“Hear that, Roland? We don’t know where we should be. Because
we don’t read our duty roster. McMahon, might I suggest you go take
a look? If you do, it’s completely within the realm of possibility
you might find that you are supposed to be relieving a detective
at this very moment—one who has been on a stake-out for twelve
hours.”

McMahon quickly bailed out the
door.

Broom watched him go, shaking his
head. “What’s the good in being Irish if you can’t be
stupid.”

“I thought you were
Irish.”

“Do you have some
kind of point?” Broom smiled his wry smile.

“You shouldn’t be so
hard on him, Les. He’s a good cop.”

“Good cop, yes, but
new detective. He’s got a lot to learn.”

“Give him time. He’s
young.”

“Well, he’s no Roland
Longville.” Broom smiled his granite smile. “You took to this like
a duck to water. You were born to be a detective.”

“Aw, come on. I had a
great teacher. Anyway, there aren’t many of us old school guys left
in the Precinct nowadays.”

“Yeah, I miss the old
days. The world’s going nuts out there, Roland. Back then even the
crooks knew the rules. Now, it’s a snake pit. You got preschoolers
killing each other, families killing each other.” Broom stared out
of his window, drinking his coffee and peering out into the mystery
of the rain.

“Those are mean
streets, brother.”

“There are bad guys
on both sides now. The world is lucky to have curmudgeons like us,
muddling along, keeping things straight.”

Broom smiled his grim little
smile. “You gotta break ’em to make ’em.”

He stood and put out his hand. He
might have been getting older, but his grip was still a vise of
steel. After goodbyes, I moseyed downstairs to my Buick.

~

I made it to Harry’s building in
about fifteen minutes. The building still felt like morning, though
it was almost noon. The light shone a glorious gold through the
windows of the lobby, warming the damp cold that the rain of the
night before had left. The elevator Muzak for today was “Tears of a
Clown,” and I sincerely hoped that Smokey Robinson had never heard
it. I wondered briefly if somewhere in the gargantuan building
there was some bellboy DJ who coldly determined what golden oldie
would get murdered next. I went up to 7635 and rang.

“It’s open.” Eve’s
voice, from within somewhere. I pushed the door open. It still felt
like night in there; there were no lights on. I heard someone stir
within.

“Back here.” I looked
around and my breath caught in my chest.

Eve stood in the bedroom doorway
in a black negligee, a very brief one at that. She was looking at
me with a direct and penetrating glare that I tried very hard not
to notice. There was one of those heavy silences that can only hang
between a man and woman in a dark quiet room.

Feeling very stupid and
uncomfortable, I muttered, “Eve . . . I’m sorry if I woke you.
Harry called . . . and asked for me to come by . . . I thought he’d
be here.” My mind raced over the implications of my own
words.

Anything is
possible.

She ran a hand through her long
golden hair, slow and languorously, and stood regarding me with
that smoldering look.

“Well, he isn’t.” She
moved forward with one supple move, like a panther. The
mysteriously pursed lips turned up in a sleepy smile. Her hands
rose to her shoulders. Despite my silent prayers to the contrary,
Eve slowly hooked her thumbs beneath the straps of her ethereal
garment, pulling it down, down. It made a slight but audible
whisper as it slid across her smooth, pink skin. Then she was
naked, in the dim light, nothing between us but the warm
air.

She was still moving toward me
and I stood there, my mind frozen. She came so close I could feel
her hot breath on me. Goosebumps crept up my arms, the back of my
neck.

“I want you, Roland.
When you came into the room the other night, something just . . .
clicked. You felt it, too, I know.”

I felt my hands literally ache to
roam that perfect pink skin, and I realized that I was sweating.
She stood closer now and it seemed as though she was daring me,
challenging me not to touch her. Her nipples were hard in the gray
light. I could smell the jasmine and her warm, musky, female scent
so temptingly close. I finally gathered enough presence of mind to
take a step backward. We stood there for a second more. Her lips
parted slightly, perfect for a long kiss, and I heard her soft
velvety breath. But the spell had been broken. I turned and left
without a word.

~

I drove across town in a vain
attempt to clear my muddled head. Nosing my car out over the
cloverleaf toward the Central City, I turned east on 280 and went
back to Westmoreland Heights. I knew with a horrible certainty that
I wanted to go back there and spend the afternoon with Eve, believe
all of the things she said . . . which was obviously the
plan.

I was irritated, also, because it
seemed that Harry had orchestrated the rendezvous. But for what
purpose? An extra incentive to find Danny? Or did Harry have in
mind some alternative payment methods? It added up too nicely that
way. There was something left out here and it was Harry’s omission.
He and I were due for a long talk. However, Harry’s game, whatever
it was, would have to wait. I had wasted time the night before that
I might have used making contact with Lena.

I took up a post across from
Lena’s and mulled it over while I waited for her to appear. I
didn’t get much of a chance to think though. I had just taken up my
customary watch over on Bowery Corner when she appeared down the
street, her body huddled against the cold drizzle. She wore only a
thin dress and a ragged blue coat.

She looked very frail. I begin to
get the feeling this wasn’t going to be easy. I mentally made a
note never to take a runaway case again. I walked slowly across the
street. I saw that she was fumbling with the keys, and that she
held a package in the other hand. I made my voice as soft as I
could, and still be heard.
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