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For Dorothy
“It is not often that someone
comes along who is a true friend and a good writer.”
—E. B. White
Charlotte’s Web
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   V. I. is a character who ages with time and who is located in historical time. The books detailing her adventures usually take place in the year I write them. For specific historical reasons, which will become clear in the course of the story, Tunnel Vision is set in April of 1992.
   Except for the historical events described, this is a work of fiction, and no attempt should be made to connect any character in this novel with any real people, whether living or dead. Illinois has no Republican senators. For that reason Alec Gantner, the United States senator in this story, was made a Republican. This should not be construed as a belief that Republicans are more venal than Democrats—or vice versa.
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Power Failure
When the power went I was finishing a ten-page report. My office turned black; the computer groaned to a halt. Helpless, I watched my words fade to a ghostly outline that glowed on the screen before vanishing, like the mocking grin of a Cheshire cat.
   I cursed myself and the building owners impartially. If I’d stuck with my mother’s old Olivetti instead of going electronic I could have finished my work by candlelight and left. But if the Culpepper brothers weren’t scuttling the Pulteney Building the power wouldn’t have gone off.
   I’d had my office there for ten years, so long I’d come to overlook its litany of ills. Decades of grime obscured the bas-reliefs on the brass doors and filled in missing chips in the lobby’s marble floor; great chunks of plaster were missing from the cornices in the upper floors; three ladies’ rooms served the whole building, and the toilets backed up more often than they worked. For that matter, I’d just about memorized the design on the elevator panels during the hours I’d been stuck in it.
   All these evils were made palatable by the Pulteney’s low rents. I should have realized long since that the Culpepper boys were waiting for the wave of Loop redevelopment to wash this far south, waiting for the day when the building would be worth more dead than alive. The dickering we did every fall, in which I walked away triumphant without a rent hike and they left without agreeing to put in new plumbing or wiring, should have been a warning to a detective like me who specializes in fraud, arson, and commercial misbehavior. But as with many of my clients, cash flow was too insistent a problem for me to look beyond relief from my immediate woes.
   The building had already been one-third empty when the Culpeppers handed out their notice at New Year’s. They tried first to bribe, then to force, the rest of us into leaving. Some did, but tenants who could take the Pulteney couldn’t easily afford new space. Hard times were pushing everyone who operates in the margins right off the page. As a private eye in a solo practice, I felt the pinch as much as anyone. Along with a hatmaker, a dealer in oriental health and beauty aids, someone who might have been a bookie, an addressing firm, and a few others, I was sticking it out to the bitter end.
   I picked up my flashlight and moved with the speed of much practice through the dark hall to the stairwell. The report I’d been writing had to be in Darraugh Graham’s hands by eight tomorrow. If I could find a faulty wire or blown fuse fast enough, I could pull in enough material from my data files to reconstruct the essentials. Otherwise I’d have to start from the beginning on the Olivetti.
   I undid the locks on the stairwell door but left them open against my return. With Tom Czarnik gone I’d put padlocks on the doors that all worked to the same key. Czarnik, who’d been the super—alleged super—during my tenure in the building, had done nothing for the last two years but deliver angry tirades against the tenants, so it was no hardship to manage without him. In fact it had dawned on me lately that the Culpeppers probably paid him to speed the Pulteney’s disintegration.
   The brothers were certainly doing what they could to drive our feeble group out ahead of schedule. They’d halted any pretense of maintenance immediately. Next they tried turning off the utilities; a court order restored electricity and water. Now it was just their negligence and sabotage against our wits—mostly, it must be confessed, mine. While the other tenants had signed on to the emergency petition to restore power, none of them ever came below stairs with me to mess with the wiring and plumbing.
   Today overconfidence did me in. I was so used to the basement stairs that I didn’t shine a light on my feet. I tripped on a loose piece of plaster. As I flailed to regain my balance I dropped the flash. I could hear the glass shatter as it bounced off the steps.
   I took a breath. Was Darraugh Graham’s wrath worth worrying about at this point? Wouldn’t it make sense to go home, get a new flash, and deal with the power in the morning? Besides, I wanted to get to a meeting of the board I sit on for a battered women’s shelter.
   Trouble was, Darraugh’s fee was going toward my deposit for a new office. If I didn’t deliver on time, there was nothing to keep him coming back to me—he worked with a number of investigative firms, most of them twenty times my size.
   I moved crablike down the stairs. I had a work light and a toolbox stowed by the electrical box on the far wall. If I could get there without breaking my neck on the intervening rubble I’d be okay. My real fear was the rats: they knew the place belonged to them now. When I shone my flash on them they would saunter slowly from the circle of light, flipping their tails with oily insolence, but making no effort to silence their scrabbling while I worked.
   I was fumbling in the dark for an outlet, trying not to feel whiskers in every piece of dangling wire, when I realized a sound I was hearing came from human, not rodent, lips. I froze. The hair stood up on my arms. Had the Culpeppers hired thugs to frighten me into leaving? Or were these thieves, thinking the building vacant, come to strip copper and other valuables from the walls?
   I knelt slowly in the dark and shifted to my right, where a packing case filled with wood scraps would give me cover. I strained to listen. There was more than one person in the room. One of them sounded on the verge of an asthmatic attack. They were as scared as I was. That didn’t cheer me: a frightened burglar may behave more violently than one who feels he’s in charge of the situation.
   I moved farther to my right, where some discarded pipes might provide a weapon. One of the intruders whimpered and was instantly silenced. The noise startled me into banging into the stack of pipes; they clattered around me like a steel band. It didn’t matter: that brief cry had come from a small child. I backtracked to my work light, found the plug, and switched on the bulb.
   Even after my eyes had adjusted to the light it took some time to find the source of the cry. I poked cautiously among crates and old office furniture. I peered into the elevator shaft and looked underneath the stairwell. I was beginning to wonder if I’d imagined it when the muffled cry came again.
   A woman was crouched behind the boiler. Three children huddled next to her. The youngest was shaking almost soundlessly, its face buried in her leg, an occasional squeak emerging when it shuddered too violently. The biggest, who couldn’t have been more than nine or ten, was letting out asthmatic whoops, in earnest now that their terrors had come true: discovery by someone with power.
   If it hadn’t been for the asthma and the whimpering I could have passed them a dozen times in the dim light without noticing them. They were dressed in layers of sweaters and jackets that turned their emaciated bodies into heaps of rags.
   “This damp air down here can’t be too good for your son.” It was so feeble a comment, I felt a fool as soon as the words were out.
   The woman stared at me dumbly. In the dim light I couldn’t tell what part of the soup of anger and fear was boiling closer to the surface.
   “Ain’t a boy.” The middle child spoke, in such a soft gabble I could barely make out the words. “That Jessie. She a girl. I the only boy.”
   “Well, maybe we should get Jessie up where she can breathe some dry air. What’s your name, honey?”
   “Don’t talk to her. Ain’t I told you, don’t talk to no one unless you hear me say ‘talk’?” The woman shook the boy hard and he subsided against her with a thin halfhearted wail.
   The shadows cast by the boiler turned her face and hair gray. She couldn’t have been very old, maybe not even thirty, but if I’d passed her on the street without her children I would have taken her for seventy.
   “How long have you been living down here?”
   She gave me a hard stare but said nothing. She could have watched me come and go a dozen times; she’d know I was on my own, that not too much could threaten her down here.
   “They’re tearing the place down in six weeks,” I said. “You know that?”
   She stared at me fiercely but didn’t move her head.
   “Look. It’s not my business if you want to camp out down here. But you know it’s bad for your kids. Bad for their eyes, their lungs, their morale. If you want to take Jessie to a doctor for her asthma, I know one who’ll look at her for nothing.”
   I waited a long pause but still got no answer. “I’ve got to work on the wiring right now, and then I’m going back to my office. Four-oh-seven. If you change your mind about the doctor, come up there and I’ll take you. Any time.”
   I moved back to the electrical panel. The Culpeppers sometimes deliberately sliced wires or drained the hot water system to hasten me on my way. I was learning a lot about electricity in my spare time, but today’s job was pretty simple: a board had come loose from the ceiling, bringing a bunch of wires with it and breaking some of them. I took a hammer out of my belt loop, scrounged among the packing cases for some old nails, and got up on a wooden box to pound the board back in place. Repairing the wires took more patience than know-how—stripping the coat away from the frail copper threads, braiding the loose ends around each other, then taping them together.
   It was unnerving to work with my dumb audience behind me. Jessie’s wheezing had subsided when she realized I wasn’t going to hurt the family, and the baby had stopped whimpering. Their silent observation made the hairs around the base of my skull prickle, but I tried to take my time, to do the job well enough that it would last six weeks.
   As I stripped and taped and tacked I kept wondering what I should do about the kids. If I called anyone in the welfare system they’d come bounding in with cops and bureaucrats and put the children into foster care. But how could they survive down here with the rats?
   When I finished my repairs I went back to the boiler. The four of them shrank inside their layers of rags.
   “Look here. There are a ton of empty rooms upstairs, and a couple of toilets, even though they don’t work too well. I can let you into a vacant office. Wouldn’t that be better for all of you than hanging on down here?”
   She didn’t answer. How could she trust me? I tried proving it to her, but got so urgent in my words that she flinched as though battered. I shut up and thought for a hard while. Finally I took one of the duplicates for the padlocks off my key ring. If I didn’t trust her, why should she trust me?
   “This will open all the stairwell doors, including the one here to the basement. I keep the basement locked to protect my tools, so if you decide to go up, please lock the door behind you. Meanwhile I’ll leave my work light on—that’ll help with the rats. Okay?”
   She still wouldn’t speak, wouldn’t even hold out a hand for the proffered key. Jessie whispered, “Do it, Mama.” The boy nodded hopefully, but the woman still wouldn’t take the key from me. I laid it on a ledge by the boiler and turned away.
   I picked my way back across the room, retrieved my flashlight from where it had landed, and started up the basement stairs. Even though I knew the family were more frightened of me than I of them—and with far better reason—I couldn’t stop the unreasoning part of my body from sweating clammily as I went. When the woman spoke below me, I jumped and bit back a cry.
   “These children ain’t starving, young lady. This may not seem like much to you, but I can look after them. I’m looking after them all right.”
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Gift Horse
I slid into a seat, breathless, in the middle of Sonja Malek’s report on plans for the spring benefit. Marilyn Lieberman, Arcadia House’s executive director, waved a hand at me, and Lotty Herschel lifted a questioning eyebrow, but no one interrupted the speaker. Arcadia House, like most nonprofits, survives on a shoestring of grants and donations; the board’s main job is raising money.
   Most of us have worked together for years, through different incarnations of women’s activism. I’ve known Lotty the longest, going back to my student days when she showed women in an underground group how to perform abortions.
   “I saved the most exciting news for last,” Sonja said, her plump cheeks pink with triumph. “Gateway Bank has written us a check for twenty-five thousand.”
   “Hey, great!” I joined the excited chorus. “How’d you swing that?”
   “Praise where praise is due.” Marilyn Lieberman patted the shoulder of the woman on her left. “Deirdre’s got inside connections.”
   Deirdre Messenger ducked her head. Her straight, fair hair fell forward, hiding her flushed cheeks.
   “Been screwing Gateway’s chairman in a good cause, Deirdre?” someone said.
   When the women around her laughed, Deirdre gave a short, mirthless bark. “It just feels that way. It’s really Fabian. He’s done some legal work for them. ... ”
   Her voice trailed off, leaving us feeling as though we’d said something improper. Unlike most of us, Deirdre didn’t have a special expertise but tapped her husband’s wealthy contacts to fund the projects on whose boards she sat.
   Sal Barthele, chair of Arcadia’s board, pulled the meeting back together. “Vic, you want to talk about security now? Or do you need time to catch your breath?”
   “No, that’s okay.” Because Arcadia House is a battered women’s shelter, people think we must spend a lot of energy fighting off abusive men. Truth is, most of these guys are cowards who don’t want outsiders to know what they do in private. We’ve only had three try to storm the place in the seven years we’ve been open.
   Still, we want Arcadia to be absolutely safe for women and their children. Two weeks ago someone had managed to climb over the wall, swing an ax through the wooden play equipment, and run off before the woman on night duty had been able to call the cops. Marilyn Lieberman hired a temporary security guard, but I was asked to suggest some permanent solutions. None of them was cheap: take down the brick wall and put up iron—but would that make residents feel they were in jail; a system of light sensors around the perimeter; a permanent nighttime security force.
   My own preference was for replacing the wall. Although the current one was six feet high—the maximum the city code allows—it was easy to scale. And being brick it blocked a view of the street from inside the house. We did have a TV monitor on it, but it was child’s play to evade that. Near-term, though, a new wall was the most expensive solution. The discussion continued, passionately, until Sonja Malek looked at her watch, gasped something about her sitter, and swept her papers into her briefcase. Everyone else started packing up.
   Sal pounded the table. “You ladies ready to vote on this? No? Why doesn’t that surprise me? We put the same energy into deciding what kind of toilet paper to buy as we do deciding whether we want the kids tested for AIDS. You ladies want to learn how to rank your passions or you’ll be worn out before you’re fifty. You be ready to vote next month, or Marilyn and I are going to make the decision for you.”
   “Yes, ma’am!” Someone saluted Sal smartly as people started straggling to the door.
   Deirdre Messenger came over to me. “So where were you until eight-thirty, Vic?”
   She spoke with a jocularity that grated on me. It implied an intimacy that didn’t exist. I’d known her only vaguely when I was in law school with her husband—she used to join us for lunch in the law building’s common room. She’d been beautiful, then, in a dreamy, fairy style. Twenty years later her cornsilk hair had darkened only slightly, but her dreaminess had disappeared into a taut bitterness.
   I didn’t snub her now; she didn’t recover easily from slights. “Just the usual curse of the computer, made more exciting by my decaying office. I lost a whole report and had to re-create it from scratch. Fortunately I’d been scrupulous about updating my research files, so I could rough out a document in a hurry.”
   Marilyn Lieberman and Lotty had stopped to listen to my tale of woe. To them I added my encounter with the homeless woman and her children.
   “Vic! You didn’t leave them down there, did you?” Marilyn cried.
   I flushed. “What should I have done?”
   “Called the city,” Lotty said crisply. “You have friends among the police, after all.”
   “And what would they have done? Arrested her for neglect and put the children into foster care.”
   Lotty’s thick brows snapped together. “One child has asthma, you say? And who knows what’s going on in the others’ lungs. You don’t always use good judgment, Vic: in such a situation foster care might not be so cruel.” Her Viennese accent became more pronounced, a sign with her of anger.
   Marilyn shook her head dubiously. “The problem is—there are shelters for women with children. Of course there are. But they aren’t always safe places. And most of them are only open at night, so you have to figure out something to do during the day.”
   “I thought of suggesting she come here,” I said, “but I know you don’t—”
   “We can’t,” Marilyn interrupted. “We can’t start blurring the line, when we need all the beds we have for domestic violence cases.”
   “So what are you going to do?” Deirdre had stood to one side as we spoke, as if she didn’t feel part of the group and yet was loath to leave us.
   I took a breath and looked at them challengingly. “I suggested she move into one of the empty offices upstairs. The place is coming down in a few weeks, after all.”
   Sal Barthele, who’d been talking to the head of the shelter’s counseling staff, came in on the tail end of our discussion. “You’ve lost your white liberal mind, Vic. What’s Conrad say to this?” Sal, who’s black herself, takes an amused interest in my ups and downs with a black man.
   “I just date the guy. I don’t ask his advice every time I blow my nose.”
   “I’m not asking about his male mind, sugar—doesn’t worry me. What does his cop mind say?”
   “I expect if I tell him he’ll agree with Lotty. The city will come in, send the children to three separate homes, where at least one will be sexually molested. The mother will lose her remaining grip on reality and turn into one of those tormented creatures you see on Michigan Avenue, ranting to herself and looking ready to throttle any passerby who talks to her.”
   I spoke more bitterly than I’d intended, and everyone shifted uneasily. I hugged myself, trying to pull in, away from my anger. When Deirdre grunted aloud, as though she’d been kicked in the stomach, the sound seemed remote.
   “Easy does it, Vic.” Marilyn’s voice—professional, calm, for distraught women or staff members—brought me back to the room. “Not all foster care ends so disastrously. In a case like this, don’t you think you should give the system a chance? Surely it’s better than leaving the kids underground without proper sanitation or food.”
   “Maybe I could try to talk to her,” Deirdre offered tentatively, as though I might ridicule her ability.
   “Good idea.” Marilyn used her counselor’s voice for people successfully resolving problems. “Deirdre does a lot of work for Home Free, you know—the housing advocates.”
   I hadn’t known that. Home Free wasn’t a name I recognized, but what energy I have for volunteer work goes to women’s programs, so I don’t know a lot of the work done in other equally needy arenas.
   Deirdre was looking at me pugnaciously, as though challenging me and fearing me at the same time. Her expression pushed me back a step.
   “If you can persuade her to get some help, more power to you I wanted her to let me bring the asthmatic kid to Lotty—you would take a look at her, wouldn’t you ...?”
   “Vic, I would—I will—of course. But don’t let your idealism carry you away. You know why we couldn’t eradicate TB from the street fifteen years ago when we had the possibility? Because people won’t take their medication unless you’re there to oversee it. I can look—I do look—at a hundred sick, desperate people a month, but I can’t make them be well.”
   I managed a grin. “Lotty, if I get the girl to your clinic I will stand over her with my Smith & Wesson until she takes all of whatever drugs you deem her to need.”
   “I like that,” Marilyn said. “A progressive Dirty Harry. Make my day: don’t take your antibiotics.”
   Even Lotty had to smile at that. Sal added a ribald cap to the joke and Marilyn gave a loud crack of laughter.
   Under cover of their noise Deirdre muttered at me, “I know you don’t think I can do it, but why don’t you tell me where your office is.”
   My anxiety not to hurt her made me imbue her offer with more importance than I thought it was worth. “Sure. Let’s give it a try. The Pulteney Building, southwest corner of Wabash and Monroe. Want to meet me around three tomorrow?”
   “You’re joining the hordes at my house Wednesday night. I’m spending tomorrow in the kitchen.”
   I flinched from the venom in her voice. She and Fabian were hosting a retirement party for my favorite law professor. I’d been surprised but much pleased to have been included in the guest list. Now, though, I was getting annoyed, with Deirdre for throwing me off balance, and with myself for trying to placate her, a combination that made me wave my hands wildly when I answered.
   “I hope you’re not sacrificing your day for me; I eat anything. Cold pizza, McDonald’s, you name it.”
   She bared her teeth, trying for a smile. “I’m not doing it for you, Vic: I’ve got every damned high hat in the city coming to watch Fabian grin and shuffle in front of Manfred Yeo, hoping he can get the federal judgeship he’s aching for. I’ll be spending the day mincing vegetables and stuffing goddam little cream puffs so people will know what a proper gent Fabian is.” She finished with a savage parody of an English accent.
   I winced. “If it’s that hideous a prospect, I’ll stay away—give you one less cream puff to stuff.”
   “Don’t do that, Vic: you’ll be the one human in the house. Anyway, Manfred wanted you to come. Fabian asked if there were any of his old students he wanted to see, and he mentioned you especially. Of course, all the ones who’ve gone on to be judges and shit will be there, but you were one he knew Fabian wouldn’t think of.” Her voice and face softened, making her look fragile.
   “How many people will you have?”
   “Thirty-five. Senator Gantner’s son is showing up. If I could, I’d hide in the basement of your office building. I’ll come down to see you Friday afternoon.” She pulled a coat over her hunched shoulders, waited a minute to see if any of the remaining group would leave with her, and walked out alone.
   “There’s something wrong with that woman,” Sal pronounced when we’d heard the front door shut behind her. “I get the feeling she’d be happier in one of the beds upstairs than around the table down here.”
   “She’s just shy,” Marilyn said. “She always does her homework for the board here, and I know she does a good job for Home Free. It’s hard on her, not having a career when the rest of you do. What was she upset about now, Vic? Your homeless family?”
   “Oh, she and Fabian are hosting a big do on Wednesday, but Deirdre’s so bitchy about it that it’s making me think I should come down with the flu. She’s making all the food for thirty-five people. He makes a good living—why can’t they cater it?”
   “You going to Fabian Messenger’s?” Sal laughed. “Doesn’t he give highfalutin advice to Republican bigwigs? What do you two have in common?”
   I laughed. “Only the fact that we went to law school together in the golden days of student protest. He took names for the administration during the famous sit-in while I was inside helping organize the first women’s union. Then he did three years as a Supreme Court clerk and returned to his alma mater in glory. Now he sits on the right hand of the right-handed while I hang out in a rat’s nest downtown. Speaking of which, Sal, you got any leads on space for me? Because if I don’t find something soon I’m going to move into your office at the Golden Glow.”
   Sal put an arm around me. “Now, that’s a potent threat, girlfriend. But I warned you at the outset that the Glow is a fluke: most of what I buy and sell is residential rehab in neighborhoods you don’t want to work in. Maybe I could find a place like this, but times are slow. Don’t hold your breath.”
   Sal had negotiated the purchase and reconstruction of Arcadia House, but it was in Logan Square, too far from the Loop businesses that make up the bulk of my work.
   “That’s what I need, Sal—a whole house. I could live on top and work downstairs.”
   My tone was sarcastic, but she cocked an interested eyebrow. “Not a bad idea, Vic. Don’t laugh it off.”
   We walked out together. Marilyn and Lotty, who were discussing the pregnancy complications of one of the residents—she’d been kicked in the abdomen in her sixth month—trailed after us. I stayed near Lotty until Marilyn and Sal had driven off.
   “Why are you angry with me about the woman in the Pulteney?” I asked.
   “Am I angry? Maybe so. I sometimes think you’re too arrogant with other people’s lives.”
   “When a surgeon calls someone else arrogant, you know there’s a problem.” I tried to make it a joke, but it fell flat. “I don’t want to be a god for this woman. I just don’t know what to do to help her.”
   “Do nothing, then. Or do the smart thing: let the appropriate agencies look after her. I worry, Vic, when you decide to intervene in other people’s lives. Someone usually suffers. It’s often you, which is hard enough to watch, but last year it was me, which was even harder. Are you going to get these children badly hurt and then bring them to me to patch up?”
   In the orange glow of the sodium lamps I could see the rigid lines in her expressive face. A year ago some thugs mistook Lotty for me and broke her arm. Her anger and my remorse had cut a channel between us that we rebridged only after months of hard work. Every now and then it gapes open again. I wasn’t up to beating my breast tonight.
   “I’ll try not to—either hurt them or involve you.” I slammed my car door shut.
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Prodigal Son
I dressed carefully for my meeting with Darraugh Graham, in black wool with a white silk shirt and my red Magli pumps. Close to, you can see where the leather has become frail with age. I tend them anxiously, with polish and waterproofing, new soles and heel tips: to replace them would take almost a month of rent money. They bring me luck, my red Magli pumps. Maybe some would get passed to my homeless woman if I wore them to her hideaway.
   On my way out I pawed through my closet for old blankets and sweaters to take to her. I’d have some spare time at lunch to drop them off.
   It was only seven-twenty when I clattered down the three flights of stairs, early enough that I wouldn’t have to run the three blocks from the garage to Graham’s office. I couldn’t afford to arrive with my shirttails hanging out and hair in my eyes.
   The two dogs I share with my downstairs neighbor recognized my gait and began an insistent barking. By the time the old man got to his door I was already out front. Calling over my shoulder that I’d run the dogs tonight, I jumped into my car and took off.
   Meetings with Darraugh are usually dry to the point of making my mouth chalky. Efficient subordinates and disciplined senior staff, brought in as their expertise dictated, run through reports with the smoothness of a Rolls transmission.
   Early-comers to the boardroom get coffee and rolls. That’s where I hear about children’s basketball practice or difficulties with the snowblower. At eight o’clock Darraugh sails in and all idle chat ceases. There have been occasions when I was sliding into my seat after him, earning a frosty stare and a pointed invitation to begin speaking while still disposing of my coat and papers. I don’t do that anymore. I’m almost forty. I can’t afford to get fired.
   Today when Darraugh marched in he had an ill-kempt young man in tow. I blinked. IBM at the height of its glory never displayed the amount of starch and pinstripe in Darraugh’s boardroom. Anyone who came to work with a three-day growth, shoulder-length hair, and a dirty sport jacket hanging over jeans would be instantly slung into a black hole. I wondered if this was some junior exec gone wrong whose expulsion from paradise we were all to witness.
   Darraugh did not introduce him, but a couple of men near me greeted the youth with a cautious, “Hi, Ken, how’s it going?” For the duration of the meeting Darraugh acted as though Ken were an empty chair. The young man added to the illusion by hunching over and staring motionless at his belt buckle.
   At the end, after Darraugh had informed us of the group’s consensus and his secretary had assured us we would have minutes by two, Ken pulled his head out of his lap and prepared to stand.
   “Just a minute,” Darraugh barked. “MacKenzie, Vic, will you stay behind? I’ll catch up with you downstairs, Charlie, to go over the Netherlands proposal. And Luke, we have a three o’clock, don’t we, to discuss the Bloomington plant.”
   The rest of the room meekly filed out. Ken slid back into his chair, his hands deep in his jeans pockets, and gave the sigh linguists around the world recognize as contempt for the entire adult race.
   Darraugh put up a hand to straighten his tie knot. “This is MacKenzie Graham. My son. Victoria Warshawski.”
   “Your agent,” Ken muttered to his chest.
   Darraugh affected not to hear him. “MacKenzie is home from college. We hope temporarily.”
   “I can see why,” I couldn’t stop myself from saying.
   My client scowled, but Ken looked up with a sudden glimmer of interest.
   “From Harvard. Where our family has gone for two hundred years.” Darraugh bit off the words.
   “If I’d broken tradition and gone to Yale it would be the same story,” Ken said.
   “Am I supposed to play twenty questions over this? Would it have made a difference if he’d gone to Berkeley?”
   “Yes, it would,” Darraugh snapped. “If it had been Yale or Berkeley he wouldn’t be on probation: he’d be out on his ass earning a living. As it is they’re giving him a year off. He can go back next January if he keeps himself—”
   “Clean in thought, word, and deed,” his son finished for him. “I was caught hacking. Everyone does it, but they only punish the people who get caught.”
   “How true. For that and a thousand other felonies. Everyone embezzles, but only Ivan Boesky got caught.”
   Ken flushed and resumed his study of his belt buckle. “The point is,” Darraugh continued, “he’s on probation with the government as well. He broke into Department of Energy classified files. If it weren’t for the people I know in Washington he’d be doing five-to-ten in Leavenworth.”
   “So all the money you’ve given Alec Gantner over the years has paid off. One of your best investments,” Ken muttered.
   “I’m glad you’ve had a happy outcome,” I said as politely as I could manage. “I hope you finish your degree. Computer science, is it?”
   “Russian literature. Computers are just my hobby.”
   “I’m not telling you my private business to invite sarcasm, Warshawski. I need your help. Ken has to do two hundred hours of community service. I’d like you to set something up.”
   My jaw worked a couple of times. “Don’t you sit on boards? Give money to the symphony and stuff? You must know dozens of charities who would take him for you.”
   “My wife handled that kind of thing,” Darraugh said stiffly, as if acknowledging a weakness. “And they won’t accept the Art Institute as that kind of charity. I’d pay your usual fee, of course.”
   Darraugh had been a widower for almost a decade. When his wife died he’d buried himself in work, and eventually that became a habit, something he couldn’t stop doing.
   “I wanted to lecture schoolchildren on how to hack without getting caught, but my probation officer didn’t think that would fly.” Ken looked at me slyly, as if his comment were an important test I was bound to fail.
   “What an unimaginative person. The trouble is, Darraugh, I know a number of outfits that could use someone with computer skills, but a kid this lippy causes so much aggravation, no one wants his services.”
   “This is really important to me, Vic.” Darraugh put enough emphasis on the words that he didn’t need to spell out a threat. “I want you two to go downstairs for coffee, get acquainted. See what you can fix up.”
   “Aye, aye, Captain.” Ken hoisted himself out of his chair. “Do we drink it black? Can I have two sugars?”
   Darraugh stared at him bleakly, but had enough sense not to try to answer. “The probation office is getting impatient. We need to have something in place by next week.”
   I wanted to echo Ken’s salute, but Darraugh wasn’t my father—he didn’t have to keep paying my bills. The three of us left the boardroom in silence. Darraugh turned right, toward his office. Ken and I walked to the elevators, where we waited like zombies for a car to take us to the basement. One of the new coffee chains had an outlet there. At least I could get a cappuccino as a small reward for the task ahead.
   “So let’s get acquainted,” Ken said, sprawling in the corner. “How long have you known my old man? He’s kept you awful quiet.”
   “How bad do you want to go back to school?” I asked. “I know you don’t need to get a degree to earn a living—your father won’t let you starve.”
   “You answer my question and I’ll answer yours: that’s how people get acquainted.”
   I drank some coffee. “The only groups I know where you could do legitimate community service help women and children. Domestic violence, abortion services, homeless shelters. I’m not going to refer you to a place like that if the first thing you assume about a professional woman is that she’s your father’s lover. Your outlook is simply too old-fashioned to make you able to fit in.”
   He smirked through the first half of my remarks, but the suggestion that he might be old-fashioned made his head jerk in wounded surprise. He couldn’t possibly be—he was half my age.
   “I don’t like to be paraded around like a damaged tomato the old man is trying to get some housewife to buy.”
   “I can understand that. But you committed a crime. Let’s not pretend it didn’t happen. And you must know damned well that if you’d been poor or black you’d be in the pen right now. Your punishment is to be a tomato. If you behave well enough to earn early parole I’ll try to upgrade you—maybe to an avocado or eggplant.”
   He smiled suddenly, with a genuine humor that made him seem younger, more vulnerable. In a second he was frowning again, looking at his hands.
   “I don’t know if I want to go back to Harvard. Everyone there knows, see. And I won’t be able to graduate with my class.”
   “Then don’t go back. There are a thousand other colleges in the country.”
   “But only one has a library wing named for the Graham family. Darraugh could visit me in jail easier than he could watch me graduate from a state university.”
   Indeed, the heartaches of the rich and famous are different from yours and mine. “I’ll make a deal with you. You act like a happy camper at whatever place I find for you, and I’ll persuade your dad not to stop you from transferring to the school of your choice.”
   I held up my hand to forestall his objection. “I’ll persuade him it’s a good idea. Plenty of schools would like a chance to add a Graham wing to their libraries. Deal?”
   “Yeah, I guess.” He finished his coffee. “We’re still not acquainted. But I know you don’t put sugar in your coffee. You one of those perpetual dieters?”
   “Nope. I don’t like the taste.” I stood up. “Better give me a phone number so I don’t have to reach you through your father.”
   “You’re supposed to ask me why I use sugar,” he said. “That’s how we get to know each other. I’m living with Darraugh these days.”
   I smiled. “But I don’t have his home number. So now you know: your papa and I aren’t intimate. Feel better?”
   He scribbled the number on a napkin and handed it to me. “You could just be smart.”
   I laughed. “But in your heart of hearts you know I’m not. I’ll be in touch.”
   I stomped up the escalator, feeling the metal vibrate through the thin soles of my pumps. In the lobby Ken caught up with me. In a parody of chivalry he grabbed my left hand and planted a kiss in the palm. He dashed through the revolving doors before I could react.
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Contract Woes
It was past one now. That gave me ten minutes to stop in the Pulteney before an afternoon session with a venture capitalist. I should have had a cookie with my cappuccino: I wouldn’t have time even for a sandwich now.
   I ran down the three flights to the Pulteney’s basement but found no sign of the woman or her children. No footprints, no scrap of food wrapper—they might never have existed. Leaving my bag of blankets behind the boiler with an envelope stuffed with what cash I could spare, I raced across the Loop to Phoebe Quirk’s office.
   Phoebe and I had known each other for years—since our undergraduate days when we’d worked for the abortion underground where I’d met Lotty. I liked her well enough at the time, but we’d never been close: she came from the rich suburbs where kids wore tattered jeans and joined undergrounds to thumb their noses at their parents. During winter breaks, when I was making a few bucks waitressing, she stopped thumbing her nose long enough to ski Mont Blanc with her family.
   Her idealism was genuine, though: after a checkered career including both the Peace Corps and a stint teaching high school, she’d become a neurologist. For five years she’d butted her head on the unyielding wall of organized medicine. One day she drove into the Lake Point Hospital parking lot, stared at the stream of doctors and nurses leaving their cars, and turned around and headed home.
   A few months later she’d joined a small venture-capital firm, Capital Concerns. They wanted Phoebe’s medical contacts and know-how for the biotech start-ups they specialized in; her grandparents’ trust fund didn’t bother them any either. Phoebe liked the excitement of high-risk capital. She proved to have a knack for it, but Capital also appealed to her because of the social programs they funded.
   Thanks to Phoebe, Capital had started coming to me for background research on some of their prospective partners. During the last year they’d become one of my most important accounts. Today’s meeting was more about ventures than capital, though: Phoebe had agreed to help one of Conrad’s four sisters, Camilla, fund a women’s trade collective.
   When I got to Phoebe’s office Camilla was already there. She and Phoebe were sitting on the corner couches, laughing. Camilla, smart in a form-hugging black jersey, didn’t look as though she ever lifted anything heavier than a nail file. Phoebe, who wore expensive suits as if they were the tattered blue jeans of her youth, was the one you’d pick for a hard hat and scaffolding. Today’s costume was a navy blue Donna Karan with a button missing from the skirt and coffee stains down the shirt front.
   “Come on in, Vic. Camilla’s just telling me about her introduction to sexual harassment back in the mills. They kept leaving rust-coated tampons in the bathroom sink when she was the only woman on the shift. Why do you think all successful women have a bathroom story as part of their initiation experience?”
   I was about to say that must be proof I wasn’t a success, when I thought of the toilets at the Pulteney, forever backing up, and never properly repaired in my ten years there. For the first time it struck me that the men’s restrooms in the building, while not beautiful, had always been more or less functional. And there was one on every floor, besides.
   “Builds character. Or at least muscle. My bathroom story is learning to be a plumber: I can carry a fully loaded toolbox up three flights of stairs without flinching. How’s tricks, Camilla?”
   “Can’t complain, Vic. How’s Conrad? I haven’t talked to the boy since they put him on night shift.”
   Camilla, just a year younger than Conrad, was the closest to him of the family. To their widowed mother’s chagrin she’d eschewed the pink-collar jobs she’d trained for in high school and become an apprentice welder at the old South Works. With the death of the steel industry she’d learned carpentry and gone to work for a small general contractor.
   “Now I need a change, need a stretch,” she’d told me last summer. “I’ve worked for some good guys and some assholes, with the assholes predominating. But none of them ever wants to go past their hiring quota when it comes to women. Some of us want to change that—start a woman-only company. Only where are we going to get the money?”
   My first thought had been Sal, who did a lot of real estate and sometimes rehabbed it, but the recession was squeezing her too tight to allow her to take on new projects. I’d then put her in touch with Phoebe, who helped Camilla and five other women form a company. They’d named themselves Lamia, for an ancient Libyan goddess.
   At Phoebe’s prodding they’d come up with a project they all wanted to work on: low-cost housing for single mothers. They’d found an architect to design plans so they could apply for funding, building permits, zoning permits, and everything else you have to have before you can do good works, or even bad ones, in construction.
   “We thought our zoning permit was cast-iron, but that’s suddenly fallen through,” Camilla explained, bringing me up-to-date. “Not only that, Century Bank, which we thought was going to underwrite a big chunk of the cost, has backed out.”
   “That’s where you come in, Vic.” Phoebe flashed me a gap-toothed smile, her patented signal of charm.
   “No,” I said flatly.
   “What do you mean, ‘no’?” Camilla demanded.
   “I mean I’m not digging into the rat’s nest at City Hall to find out who is squeaking into whose cheese hoard to kill your permit.”
   “But, Vic,” Camilla began, when Phoebe cut her off.
   “Vic, this is an important project in the women’s community. We need to find out what’s fueling the opposition—is it because Lamia is woman-owned? Or because it’s low-income housing? Because, not to be crude, we can change the project.”
   When Camilla started to object that the project was too important to change, Phoebe overrode her. “I know everyone at Lamia is committed to low-cost housing for women. But we need to get you capital first, and a track record. When you have that, you can be pickier about your work.”
   “Phoebe, you know the people at Century Bank. They’ll talk to you for nothing. Why pay my rates?”
   Phoebe leaned forward. “If it’s some kind of collusion between them and the power brokers at City Hall, or even the trade unions, they’re not going to want to talk to me. That’s the kind of stuff you can figure out. Anyway, I thought your time on the Lamia project was donated, like mine. We pay your expenses, of course.”
   “Think that one again. An investigation like this could take several weeks. I can’t afford to donate that much time.”
   “I’ll do your legwork,” Camilla offered. “I can donate a couple of hours a day to my own cause.”
   I pulled Phoebe’s desk chair over and sat down in front of them. “Look, you two. I’ve got six weeks to find a new office. If I was far enough ahead of the game to donate a hundred hours of work I wouldn’t be in my current jam. But every project I take on for the next six months has to earn for me—or I’ll be first in line for a unit when Camilla’s project opens its doors.”
   “You have to have a baby first,” Camilla objected. “It’s single mothers, Vic, not out-of-work dicks.”
   “Capital pays you a pretty good retainer.” Phoebe frowned, annoyed for the moment with both of us.
   “You want to audit me, see where the money goes?”
   She flushed, revealing a crust of freckles across her cheekbones. “I want you to be more responsive to an important client.”
   I could feel my chin jut out. “Phoebe, I know you’re donating your energy on this one as a sign of your goodwill and your impeccable politics. But I bet if I audited you I’d find your goodwill was going to be recompensed down the road when the Lamia group gets going. I don’t have a personal fortune to sink into this. You know the old saying: White-collar girls play with matches for fun, blue-collar girls get burned.”
   “I never heard that one,” she snapped. “And if you think I haven’t put my own butt on the line—”
   “Listen here, ladies,” Camilla said. “I don’t want you two hot and bothered and destroying a good friendship over this. Vic, why don’t you do—oh, say, ten hours of work on this and see how big a deal it really looks like. If it seems huge, then Phoebe can pay for more of your time.”
   “And what’s your donation going to be to your own cause?” Phoebe demanded.
   “If someone tries to shoot Vic I’ll get Conrad there ahead of the 911 crew.”
   “For which we both thank you.” Conrad’s probable reaction if I stepped in front of a gun again would be to pick it up and finish my assailant’s work. He and I had had a word or two about “unnecessary” risk-taking by private individuals.
   Phoebe screwed her face up in a tight ball, not wanting to bend but knowing compromise was inevitable. “Give me fifteen, Vic, and we’ll see.”
   “In writing, Phoebe, and it’s a deal.”
   “Camilla’s a witness here.”
   I shook my head. “Nonprofits eat you alive, and pro bono work is the biggest devourer of all. In writing or not at all. I won’t do like your legal staff—charge you a full hour for ten minutes’ work. It’ll be fifteen real-time hours.”
   “Oh, damn you, anyway, Vic, for the stubborn bitch you’ve always been.” Phoebe flicked her intercom and asked her secretary to type up the necessary agreement.
   As I waited for Gemma to bring it in I took names of some of Phoebe’s contacts at the bank, and of Camilla’s in the ward office.
   Neither Phoebe nor I was very happy when I got up to leave, but Camilla laughed and said, “This makes me think of a madam who used to live up the street from us. She’d gone out of that business and opened an employment agency, but she always counseled us girls in the neighborhood to make sure the customer paid. ”That way,’ she’d say, “you don’t feel cheated and he doesn’t feel obligated.’”
   “V.I. as a madam? I like it,” Phoebe said, getting up. “I’ve got another meeting. You two’ll have to excuse me.”
   Camilla rode down in the elevator with me. “Give my brother a big kiss when you see him again.”
   I grinned. “More than likely.”
   “I meant from me. See you, Vic.”
   On my way back to the Pulteney I picked up a bagel with Swiss cheese. I had meant to enlist Phoebe’s help in finding a placement for Ken Graham, but annoyance with her demands had put his problem out of my head. I scowled at myself in the mirror over the deli counter. I was out of my head, pure and simple. Ten years ago, five even, I would have told Darraugh and Phoebe both to take a hike. Incipient middle age was making me risk-averse. I didn’t like that in myself at all.
   Back at the Pulteney I set up a file on the Lamia project, dutifully logging it in to the work-management section of my computer. I’d done a hundred jobs like this in the last ten years. I could almost do it in my sleep, but that didn’t mean it would go any faster. Actually, my weariness with the routine slowed me down these days.
   I frowned at the screen for some minutes, as if that would make a complete report spring into being on its glassy surface. With an aggrieved sigh I dialed up Lexis, the know-all legal data base, and got a list of Century Bank’s directors and officers. While these printed I called on the Dow Jones News Service for information about Century. In the electronic age secretarial school would be a better training ground for a detective than my years in law school and the PD’s office.
   Century is a tiny bank in Uptown and doesn’t make the news much. They were celebrating their centennial this year: they’d been founded in 1892 as part of the Century of Progress and now were primed for a second century. The Sun-Times had a photo of the anniversary festivities—if I felt like paying a small fee I could have it re-created on my printer. I took their word for it.
   According to the Herald-Star, Century tried to be conscientious about the needs of its Uptown neighbors. A partial list of clients was attached to the end of the story, among them Home Free, the homeless advocates Deirdre helped. Dow Jones reported interest in buying the bank by the JAD Holdings Group. Nothing very earth-shattering, but I sent the stories to the printer just to have them.
   Maybe there was some kind of conspiracy between City Hall and the bank, but it was probably over something too petty, too routine even to make the papers. Perhaps some alderman had an interest in the plot of land Lamia wanted to build on. He muscled his colleague into canceling Lamia’s zoning and building permits. End of story.
   Over the noise of the printer I hadn’t heard the door open. When a hand shook my shoulder I jumped, hard enough to ram my knee into the desk leg. The wraith from the basement stood behind me.
   “Jessie needs a doctor,” she said. Her eyes were fierce and her chin jutted forward belligerently, but her hands, pressed into the sweaters swathing her bosom, trembled.
   “Immediately? Is it an emergency?”
   “She can’t hardly breathe. She just keeps gasping and heaving. I moved her upstairs, like you said, but it didn’t help her none.”
   “Where is she now?” I was surprised she’d left the children alone, so fierce had been her hold on them last night.
   “You show me how you help me, then I’ll tell you.”
   I looked at my watch. It was six-thirty now. Lotty might still be at her clinic, but the thought of her angry words made me squirm.
   “I’ll take you to the emergency room at ... ” I paused, trying to imagine which area hospital might be the least inimical to such a family.
   “You can’t,” she burst in. “You can’t take her to a hospital. You know what they do: they call the cops, the cops arrest me for neglect, and who look after the children then?”
   “You don’t have any relatives to care for them? What about their father?”
   “What are you? The caseworker? Their old man beat on me, he beat me up plenty, but I could handle it. When he start hitting on Jessie, though, that’s when I draw a line, say enough. You take her to a hospital, that’s where they going to send her back, back to her old man because he can hold a job and he wants to look after her. I see the way he look at her, not after her, and she’s not going back there. Get that straight. You said a doctor, someone who would treat her for free, not a hospital.”
   “Okay. No hospital.”
   I went back to my desk, my knee still smarting, and called Lotty’s clinic. The answering machine referred me to the emergency room at Beth Israel. I hung up and started dialing Lotty’s home number. I didn’t know whether to be relieved or not when she answered. I told her I’d found the homeless family and they needed urgent medical care.
   She didn’t sound enthusiastic, but no one who works as hard as Lotty would welcome such a greeting. She wanted me to send them to Beth Israel, but when I explained that the woman adamantly refused hospital help she sighed in exhaustion and agreed to meet me at the clinic.
   When she’d hung up I turned back to the woman. “Okay. A doctor—one of the best in Chicago. No hospital. No forms. Go get Jessie and meet me back here while I finish a few things.”
   “You’re not calling the cops.” It was a command, not a question.
   “No. I need to tell a friend that I’m going to be late. And I need to shut down my computer for the night.”
   She stayed at my elbow while I spoke to Mr. Contreras, telling him something had come up and I wouldn’t be able to run the dogs after all. When I shut down the system the woman went to fetch her children. While they waited in the lobby, Jessie gasping for air, I took a cab across the Loop for my car.
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