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CHICAGO

The girl was thirteen and Irish, and fashioned out of sunlight so bright she made you believe in angels. The box was older, made from the same steel that armored battleships. It held momentous sins; the dark, grisly legacy of a terrified empire in ruin.

Seven thousand miles and thirty-seven years separated their burials, the box in a reinforced granite cave on the east end of Hokkaido Island, Japan; the girl in a velveteen-lined coffin at 111th and Central.

Give a Nobel laureate this year’s NASA budget and every witch in New England and there’s no way he could marry the two. Maybe the tarot readers in Chinatown saw Pandora coming—God knows they love that mystical shit more than money—but I didn’t. I didn’t see the murders of my friends. I didn’t see the stacks of life-out blood money. I didn’t see people I loved forcing me into a box so dark your soul melts.

Nineteen years I’ve been a ghetto cop and thought I’d worked every heartbreaking, horror combination possible. But I hadn’t. I wasn’t marginally prepared for how bad six days could get. And neither was anyone else.
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OFFICER BOBBY VARGAS
FRIDAY, 10:00 AM

Black, white, brown, or yellow, on Chicago’s South Side, your neighborhood is your surname. Put on a gun belt, a suit, or a nun’s habit, and all you did was accessorize.

For those of you exiting the ’L near Eighteenth and Laflin in the Four Corners, the etiquette is: grab a length of rebar, scratch a cross in the concrete, set both feet solid in the quadrant that best fits your skin tone, lean back, and start shooting. Welcome to Chicago, the “2016 Olympic City.” We’re glad you’re here.

How Olympic? We have the best hot dogs, best pizza, worst baseball team, six months of weather that would give pause to a statue, and a river we dye green on St. Patrick’s Day because we can. If the IOC could possibly require more, page two is fourteen miles of sandy beaches, blues bars that actually play the blues, icebergs in the winter, four racetracks, and street gangs with twenty thousand members. Think of Chicago as Club Med, but with issues. Wear clean underwear and socks in case there’s an accident, and you’re good to go.

On a good day.

Which, unfortunately, today isn’t. Chicago isn’t California-broke/bankrupt, but we’re guaranteed citywide layoffs, school closings, and half-staff hospitals if we don’t win the 2016 Olympic rebid now that Rio folded. Because our civic karma is a bit spotty, we’re submitting our rebid during a Latino gang war on the West Side that won’t stop making headlines, telling the IOC they’d be lots happier in Tokyo.

A Chicago defeat is worse than bad, but I/we have larger problems. Outsiders have come to the Four Corners. Outsiders who don’t understand that some history will kill you dead if you don’t leave it alone. These people weren’t here twenty-nine years ago. I was.

Right over there, winter of 1982.

Above the unpatched asphalt and broken glass, in those four-story brick tenements.

It was cold and dead silent then; it’s a hundred and six now. Frayed curtains flutter through windows propped open with No. 10 cans. Sharp voices bark from inside, blending with radios singing songs and making promises in three languages. Beneath the windows, lowriders and highriders idle their Chevys and pickups at their respective curbs, eyeing each other for insults they work overtime trying to see. Their neighborhood runs on friction, blame, violence, and reprisal.

America, the great melting pot? That’s where Mayor Daley said we were headed when I grew up here, before the ’68 and ’72 riots changed everything. The truth is, that version of America is dead. We’re the Balkans now, waving foreign flags from an idyllic old country that wasn’t there when we left.

I lived two blocks from here when the riots went off, around the corner behind St. Dominick’s. Grew up singing in the kitchen with my mom; wore what no longer fit my brother, Ruben; snuck Pall Malls from my father’s pack before lung cancer and his two years in Korea finally killed him; and combed my hair as American as I knew how. We had a flag on our stoop every day it wasn’t raining and I put it out there. My dad and I would stand at the flag, shoulder to waist, and salute it. I miss him and the country he died for, every morning when his picture watches me buckle on the body armor and 9-millimeter.

When I was a toddler, the Four Corners was home to “Ricans”—any shade of brown was considered Puerto Rican, like we’d all gotten off the same boat in Humboldt Park. Back then three other groups made up the neighborhood: shanty Irish, the I-talians who never made it to Taylor Street, and a sprinkling of Lithuanians from what they called Jewtown. The blacks were expanding toward us from the north and west but weren’t here yet. Residents of the Four Corners didn’t live on an island, more of a refugee camp with bad history and worse on the way. Not to say that blacks caused what happened. Everybody caused it.

To the south, the Chicago River kept us away from the bungalows of Mayor Daley’s working-class, but way better-off, Bridgeport. If you were Irish and beholden to the Daley Machine but hadn’t achieved working class yet, then you lived farther south, beyond the parking lots and souvenir sellers of Comiskey Park, in violent, insular Canaryville. If you were Irish and aspired to be beholden to the Daley Machine but were too poor or not tough enough for Canaryville, you lived across the river with us “Ricans” in the Four Corners; you listened to the White Sox on a neighbor’s radio, drank Hamm’s Beer on your stoop, and nights someone in your family mopped blood in the stockyards until it closed for good in ’71.

To our east, fourteen elevated lanes of Dan Ryan Expressway and a hundred years of urban legend separated us from the First Ward. Within its boundaries the patronage jobs were doled out, as were the graft and violence necessary to run a major American city. The river ran through the First Ward’s heart, ferrying goods to and from what was once the third-largest port in the world. Planes from the world’s busiest airport flew over the First Ward. All the money coming into or out of Chicago made a stop in the First Ward. Big-boss aldermen brokered the city’s future, beginning with Kenna and Bathhouse John, and ending with Toddy Pete Steffen who’s still a kingmaker. One block farther east of Toddy Pete’s dominion was Chinatown, but when I was a kid that trek meant braving the First Ward so Chinatown might as well have been fifty miles by camel.

To the north we could breathe a little; the Burlington Northern Railroad merely separated us from Jewtown—“Maxwell Street” we called it—a crosshatch of sweaty jangling street market where drinking-age restrictions hadn’t caught on and goods-and-services warranties weren’t given or implied. Jewtown we “Puerto Ricans” could go to if we were careful, which being young we weren’t, until the riots changed the rules.

On Sundays, Muddy and Junior and Howlin’ Wolf and anybody you could name played Maxwell and Halsted. Black men sportin’ canary-yellow fedoras and girls on each arm mixed with nervous teenagers shopping for Mexican switchblades and factory-reject cowboy boots. Men with the musicians had walking sticks with voodoo heads and their women had nickel-plated revolvers. On the corner, Jim’s Original grilled onions and Polish sausages all day. Nighttime white girls arched their backs under high-piled wigs, wore boots and tiny shorts and looked at you too long. The blues singers sang with half-a-man in each pocket, sipped those bottles between two fingers and each song till they were empty—song, bottle, and man.

Maxwell looked sort of like Eighteenth and Laflin does now, but acted way different. Fred Hampton of the Panthers was dead; so was Martin Luther King and the tension was high, but Sunday was a black/white truce day and Maxwell Street was the DMZ. Just before my big brother Ruben became a cop, he found me my first music-industry job sweeping the sidewalk out front of 831 West Maxwell at Maxwell Radio and Records—a real nice Jewish guy owned it, Bern Abrams and his wife, Idell-Idy. Ruben was their friend, made it a point that all the bad guys knew.

A week into my music career sweeping the sidewalk, Ruben walked out with three-hundred-pound Chicago legend Chester Arthur Burnett, the Howlin’ Wolf himself, harmonica in one world-class hand, guitar in the other. Howlin’ Wolf called me by name, took my broom, and slung his guitar over my shoulder. Un-freakin’-believable. Told me playin’ was better than sweepin’; that he’d done a truckload of both and knew whereof he spoke.

Howlin’ Wolf’s why I bought my first guitar. Okay, it was the girls, but Howlin’ Wolf was second. Big brother Ruben rode with me to a pawnshop in his friend’s squad car the very next day and put up half the money; told the steel-eyed man behind the counter I was good for the other half. And ever since a guitar’s been my answer to the day’s questions.

My guitar didn’t save Maxwell Street, long gone to “urban renewal,” and it hasn’t saved the blues from rap, although I’m trying. The Four Corners has hasn’t fared well, either. Out here I have to be Officer Vargas, but you can call me Bobby. Actually, if you’re a girl and like weekend guitar players, you can call me whatever you’d like. Toss in one of those pouty smiles or a three-star hair move, or just clap real loud while everyone else is talking, and I’m yours till you’re tired.

I’m not quite your rock-star moment? Well, this guitarist has done a demo/session-player audition at Wolfe City Recording Studio, ground zero for the blues after Chess Records closed. Granted Wolfe City hasn’t called back yet, possibly because I stood in the outer office drooling on the framed, autographed eight-by-tens and album covers for an hour, trembling like it was first confession day at St. Dom’s. But Wolfe City will call, you’ll see. And then it’s “Stairway to Heaven” time. Get me the full pompadour, Ray-Ban 2140s, thin black tie—baby. Makes me shiver just thinking about it.

Unfortunately my district’s taxpayers, all the bangers, and most of my coworkers don’t see my future as clearly as I do; they think I’m just another pretty face. What I am is almost forty-two, the divorced father of two German shepherds—one of whom I miss—a failed Catholic, and speaker of street Spanish with some difficulty. My parents were both born in Mexico and my mom spoke lyrical Spanish every day of her life, so some in the Hispanic section of the Four Corners call my language issue a mental block. Others aren’t as kind.

Some in the neighborhood also say I have a problem with professionalism in certain situations. This might be true; I have received CR numbers (complaint registers) a hundred and sixteen times in nineteen years. Sounds like a lot, but it’s less than one a month and not bad if you beat them. If you don’t beat them, a hundred and sixteen would be a hundred and ten too many. Do I give a shit? Well, yeah, I enjoy beating the crap out of ghetto people.

Just kidding; we talk sort of tough down here. However, I do find some pleasure in trading punches with assholes, Hispanic gangsters in particular. Any gangster would do, but other than the Four Corners, the 12th District is almost exclusively Hispanic gangs, my homeys, many of whom I’ve known since they were shorties. They consider me a traitor; I have suggested they tighten up the hairnets and drive their ’62 Chevys south a thousand miles, learn to eat sand and iguanas, then come back and see which country they like better. I also insult black, white, and Asian gangsters, but not as well. A cultural bias? Only if you consider street gangs with twenty thousand members a culture.

SIREN. Then another. A blue-and-white wails past the alley’s mouth, a Crown Vic right behind him. A four-foot-tall tough guy backs away from the cars and into the alley’s mouth—flannel shirt, baggies, white sneakers. I pull my SIG Sauer, slide it under my leg, and pop my siren. The kid spins fast, almost falls, IDs the car, and digs in to run.

“Little Paul. Get your ass over here.”

Little Paul freezes, eyes cutting, trying to choose between whatever scared him into the alley or me, his seven-year-old brain not quite up to the task.

“Now.”

Little Paul unfreezes, pimp rolls to my front bumper, eyes me through the windshield, then cups his balls. He walks dented fender to my window where he stops and stands one shoulder lower than the other. The smooth brown face says, “Me llamo Pachito.”

“Your name’s Paul. You’re an American, in America. You speak English.”

His head, even with the do-rag and flat-bill ball cap, barely makes the bottom of my window. But he be bad, baby. Squint-eyed, teeth bit together, don’t-fuck-with-me bad. “Me llamo Pachito … Ramera.” Ramera means bitch. As in, that’s what I am.

“All ganged up, huh? Your brother still dead? Your father? How’s that working out for them?”

Little Paul steps back and taps his chest with three fingers extended on both hands. KK—King Killers, street mythology that says his set kills Latin Kings on sight; doctrine that’s almost as stupid as the WTC-9/11-let’s-bomb-some-firemen ayatollahs.

“Your ma still working four jobs so you can wear those rags? Hang with these losers?”

“Mi madre—”

“Speak English, you little fuck, or I’ll throw your ass in those trash cans.”

He looks away—fuck you in street Spanish.

I pop the door, knock him off-balance, and exit, SIG 9 in hand. “Hands on the tire.”

He does. Seven years old, a second grader, and he knows how to be arrested. And social workers wonder why this gang shit pisses cops off.

“Gimme the rock or I make you strip.”

“TAC cops can’t do that. Gotta call Juvy.”

“I’ll call the Sisters of Providence, too. But that’ll be right after I fuck you in the ass. The rock or strip. One or the other. Now.”

He does neither. I rip the dope out of his pockets and the pocket liners with it. Fourteen bags that should’ve been in his mouth but his mouth is too small. Ten dollars apiece. My left hand twists his shirt to his neck and spins him around to face me. My right hand holsters the SIG, then rubs black from my front tire. With my index finger I make a black dot on his forehead. Ash Wednesday for bangers.

“You tell Danny Vacco I catch you walking his dope again, I put a bullet in his head.” My index finger taps the dot. “Right. Fucking. There.”

“Don’ think so.”

“You don’t, huh? Why don’t we go find him now? I shoot the spic right in front of you. Make you boss.”

Little Paul looks away.

I shove him backward. “Why do I keep trying to be your friend? Maybe you’re just too stupid to save.”

He throws me the KK again.

“Get the fuck outta here. Tell big bad Danny I got his dope.” I draw my SIG and show Little Paul the barrel. “Right inside there is where I got it. And tell him Bobby Vargas don’t have to hide in his own neighborhood.”

Little Paul marshals his peewee-gangster dignity and slowly walks away to explain how he lost fourteen bags of rock. Later today I’ll make a pass on Jourdan Court so Danny Vacco knows it wasn’t bullshit. Even seven-year-olds don’t live long if they steal from the gang.

Back in the car I consider today’s Herald on the seat. The headline above the fold is Furukawa Industries and their billion-dollar support of Chicago’s Olympic rebid. We get the Olympics, money flows in from everywhere; Chicago’s budget is in the black for the next five years; developers make a ton of money; and a whole bunch of ghetto along the lakefront and ghetto gangsters are pushed out of the city.

Beneath the fold the news isn’t so good. Part one of an “exposé” written by Tracy Moens, Chicago’s star crime reporter. My name is prominent, as is Coleen Brennan’s, and so is the Four Corners’ troubled history—special problems like rape, cop killings, cop reprisals, and dead little girls. History that’s better for everyone if it stays buried with the victims and families … but won’t as long as there’s money to be made and old scores to be settled. And a big-city newspaper on life support.

I knew Coleen Brennan and her twin sister, Arleen—not to play with; when I was a kid you didn’t play with the white girls, especially the Irish—but by the time we were six Coleen and I had become real friends just the same. The last time I saw Coleen she was in an alley between here and Greektown before Greektown was six-digit condos and coffee cost five dollars. They found her lying faceup, crumpled in the trash, a mitten on one hand, a torn school-uniform blouse, and nothing else. February had frozen her fast, the screams still in her eyes. At the time, and maybe still, it was the scariest, saddest thing I’d ever seen. She and I were thirteen. February 3rd, year of our Lord 1982.

Year of our Lord—no way the God most people worship is real, not with the shit He allows. That said, I’ll grant the preachers and faith healers that something powerful is out here festering in the dark, whatever it is. If you’re a cop you can’t help but believe in evil—not after a career of gag-reflex basements, eighty-year-old rape victims, full-auto drive-bys … every now and then a Mulwray (from the movie Chinatown, our name for a father-daughter; some stuff you have to rename).

The 12th District cops caught Coleen’s killers and the state tried them—death sentence for the older one; triple life for the other because he only confessed to raping her. The killers were from Stateway Gardens, the projects by Thirty-fifth on the other side of the Dan Ryan, black teenagers who said they were in our neighborhood to see relatives who’d just moved in. It was the fearful era of white flight and the integration strategy of blockbusting and solid footholds. A week after the Herald printed the relatives’ part in the boys’ confession, the relatives’ apartment burned to the foundation. Took the Irish firemen an hour to get their hoses right. But the blacks kept coming and their gangs came with them.

Coleen’s twin sister, Arleen, stayed at St. Dom’s but no one outside the school ever saw her other than a uniform cop who’d walk her both ways and a Child Services worker (shrink) who visited twice a week. Coleen’s mom waitressed across the river in Bridgeport, tried to hold it together because she had Arleen to raise, but as it turned out Mrs. Brennan had only a year to live herself. After Coleen’s murder, the father became a neighborhood fixture even the non-Irish cops left alone, a mean hair-trigger longshoreman who drank on the Brennans’ stoop till the wife died and the surviving twin ran off a day later—fourteen years old and she didn’t even stay for her mother’s funeral—says something about that household. The father eventually disappeared into Canaryville or some other private hell. I never set foot on Coleen’s block again. And prior to Coleen’s father leaving, no black people did, either.

Life went on in the Four Corners. Harold Washington out-campaigned Mayor Daley’s son and became the new mayor. Race and poverty and new urbanism dominated the city’s agenda, but back then the state of Illinois could still kill somebody for raping a little girl to death. Anton Dupree, the black teenager they executed, was thirty-seven when he finally died at Stateville; the other perp died in his cell—thirty-seven stab wounds to the neck, face, and chest. Anton talked a lot in the six months before the state killed him, pointed his finger everywhere except the mirror. By then I was on the job five years, got the chance to attend the execution in place of my commander, sat second row and smiled at Anton when they walked him in, but I don’t think he saw me—the state offers the condemned inmate tranquilizers ahead of time and Anton had accepted. Anton had a minister with him as well, a denomination-of-one preacher from Seventy-ninth Street who was sure this was a white conspiracy. The assistant state’s attorney sitting next to me said they should execute the preacher, too, call it efficient governance.

I was twenty-six on that very day and surprised that I didn’t feel any better when Anton died. It wasn’t that I didn’t believe in capital punishment—sure, doing it quicker would make it more of a deterrent; and making state-paid DNA mandatory would level the field for the guys who can’t afford O.J.’s lawyers—but in the end, humans convicted of first-degree murder need to vacate the gene pool. And street cops can’t shoot them anymore.

So, why the Chicago Herald’s sudden interest in digging up the distant past? For one thing, it turns out Anton Dupree probably didn’t kill Coleen Brennan. I’m not saying Anton Dupree was an angel but it turns out he was retarded, “not operating with a clear understanding of his situation” when he gave and signed his confession. His public defenders say they didn’t know; the ASA who prosecuted him three times says she didn’t know; and I didn’t know … or don’t think I did.

But two of my fellow officers knew, one of whom was my older brother, Ruben. At least that’s what the lawyers for Anton’s family are saying. Wrongful death—$8.9 million from the city of Chicago; same from all four of the cops who worked the case, like cops have that kind of money. Hell, my brother didn’t come on the job until the first trial was almost over.

Should the cops who worked the case have known Anton was retarded, possibly innocent? That’s kind of the problem. On TV the hero cop bucks the system—takes on the role of the ASA, the judge, the jury, overrides the Constitution, does the right thing, and saves the accused as well as the American justice system from a tragic mistake. America can tuck the kids in, pet the dog, and go to bed knowing our system works—and when it doesn’t, heroes (insert movie-star name here) will fill in the gaps.

Try that shit in Chicago and you’d be fired, your pension toast, followed by a short or long prison term depending on the public mood, and named in a civil suit to take whatever money or valuables your defense lawyers didn’t. Why? Because someone would be positive you got it wrong. And some race, creed, or gender constituency would agree. There would be tabloid media and mainstream media, radio shock jocks, preachers, aspiring politicians, and law firms atop proud white horses. Time it just right and there’d be parades.

So cops stay within the system. Or you cheat carefully. And when you cheat for what you think are the right reasons, they say you’re the devil. And when you don’t cheat, they say you’re a coward. And you’re both, all the time, for a starting salary of $45K and the chance to die in a dark hallway for people you don’t know.

My pager goes off, and I throw the newspaper aside. Time to go to work, meet friends for a gunfight that has nothing to do with Coleen Brennan’s murder but everything to do with this neighborhood. I spend a last few seconds with her building, her window. So why won’t I shut up about her? Let it go?

Two reasons: First, Coleen was nice to me—it was our secret. Started when we were six. We went to different schools, but our windows faced each other across the alley. She was white and back then I wasn’t, and both mattered a great deal to me. Coleen was also my first real true and honest friend. Dangerous for us both because the Four Corners had race rules written in blood. Coleen and I weren’t allowed to look at each other, let alone talk, or God forbid, touch, so we conjured a plan.

We’d sit in our windows every afternoon reading each other’s books. She’d leave me one behind her trash can and I’d exchange it with one I’d get from our library on Loomis Street. By sixth grade, we decided we were officially boyfriend-girlfriend. I wrote songs about her. Coleen was the only Irish girl whose hand I ever held. By eighth grade, I was so in love with her and who we would become, that I didn’t stop carrying a picture of us until I was twenty-five. Had it with me, soft in my hand, the day Anton Dupree quit breathing.

Reason number two is the Chicago Herald’s exposé: “MONSTER: The Murder of Coleen Brennan.” Part one implies that in the days to come they will prove that my brother Ruben and I were the two boys who actually killed her.
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She was alone because all little girls are alone on that day. Alone with a man—it’s almost always a man, middle-aged, white—alone with the man who entices her into a car, a doorway, a vacant lot; a man who uses her in ways a civilized person can’t quite fathom, can’t quite add to their visual vocabulary.

—“MONSTER,” by Tracy Moens; © 2011 Chicago Herald



ARLEEN CRISTA BRENNAN, ACTRESS
FRIDAY, 10:30 AM

Big grin for my bus stop: population six, a rainbow nation of very diverse hopes and dreams, all waiting for the Division Street Super-Shadow. Thirty seats scented with urine, vomit, summer sweat, and industrial disinfectant—the daily life cycle that cauterizes public transportation and keeps our fares down. Artie, our bus driver, calls us the United Colors of Benetton (I’d go with the Funkadelics) and says we’re his favorite stop. Well, duh.

Six days a week we arrive here packaged from small closets and kitchens, semi-ready to meet another workday in our city, the Second City, the City of Big Shoulders. And just maybe the Olympic City, if the festival banners rehung along Division Street are right this time.

Horn toot, the 7-0 looms big and silver and pushes a slow-moving Pontiac forward. The bus door pops open and six Funkadelics bound up the steps. Artie smiles. I smile back. Today’s my first day being me again.

It’s not like I haven’t been here before, but first days are always difficult. They’re the final exit from intricate, intensely constructed fantasy back into an all too often blighted reality. Sound strange? It is, like coming down from a ferociously colorful LSD landscape to grayscale, soundless dust bowl; or a massive weekend romance with champagne and room service that leaves you flushed and tingly, but somehow emptier, some part of you lost in the exchange. And here’s the kicker—you make this journey on purpose, with every ounce of your being, as often as they’ll let you. And as often as your sanity can take it.

That’s what it’s like to audition, if being an actress is why you’re alive. And 99 percent of the time the payoff is “Thank you for coming.”

To do this well, it helps to be desperate or crazy, or both.

For the two weeks leading up to last Wednesday’s audition, I slowly became Southern belle Blanche DuBois, meticulously purging any sense of “me” with yoga, intense meditation, and finally the deep-core exercises of Lee Strasberg that bring the tears and vomit. I’ve not had children, nor do I live in the third world where those children die young, but the process has similarities—death first, as the original you fades away; then new life, only to see your new identity, your creation, wither and die.

Our driver palms his cap, nodding as he accepts the paper bag I offer. He grins at the baked-apple-and-nutmeg aroma, follows my eyes to the Pontiac I’m watching drive away, then back. “Mighty nice of ya, Arleen. Mighty nice.” His salt-and-pepper stubble hasn’t changed in the two years I’ve been riding the Super-Shadow.

“Show business loves ya, Artie.” No doubt, I’m the only passenger who brings him Belfast crumble muffins. Better his waistline than mine; each one of those nutty little monsters is thirty-seven minutes on the StairMaster. I bake them for luck. Not that they work all that often, but my ma said when you gave crumble muffins away it was buildin’ a foundation in Heaven. She was a waitress, too, but over in Bridgeport.

Actually, I should say I’m “an actress who waits tables.” At “thirty-nine” waitressing is one of the elemental ways you know you’re an actress. The other is to learn every bit of craft and art anyone will teach you, prepare for every opportunity like it’s your last, and, finally, pour your heart and soul into the auditions that all seem to end with “Thank you for coming,” then do more auditions, then do some more if you can get them. Pay the price; take every part they offer and play it to the walls. And when you’re finally in the running for Blanche DuBois, for a real part that might be the break you’ve earned, and you have a feeling that you might honestly have a chance—the casting director said something or his eyes did, something—then, and only then, do you bake Belfast crumble muffins.

My stop is State Parkway and Division. At the newsstand in front of P. J. Clarke’s, I sneak a Chicago Tribune off the stacks surrounding the Herald and its tabloid headlines. In a month or two, the Herald will likely join America’s newsprint graveyard. Where it belongs. Barney, the blind kid with the change bag says, “Hey, Cincinnati.”

He means The Cincinnati Kid, the movie with Steve McQueen and Tuesday Weld. My middle name is Crista but “Cincinnati” has been my nickname since my twenties; a fellow hopeful at the Actors Studio in L.A. thought I resembled Tuesday Weld … if you squinted and it was dark. He’s dead now, an OD after a final “Thank you for coming.”

“We pitchin’, Cincinnati?” Barney flashes a quarter between two black fingertips.

“I never win. Why don’t I just pay double?”

“Could do that. Get me some actin’ classes, too.”

I put a dollar in his palm. “That’s my lunch money, Barn. Trust me, only one of us has to wait tables; you’re Broadway ready.”

FRIDAY, 11:00 AM

Showtime in ten minutes. Apron on, ponytail just right. Chest out, lipstick … man, I can wear some lipstick. Tuesday Weld at “thirty-nine.”

Sniffle. Sniffle.

Suzie. Poor thing; twentysomething, life ruined, and all she has is me. And I don’t know one lullaby for girls already wearing long pants and makeup. In the Four Corners an Irish lass had to harden up a bit by then, hide what troubled her. And I’m not much of a singer anyway—dancer, forget about it, tiptoe you right off the floor—but singer, not so much.

Suzie shrinks deeper into her very attractive shoulders.

I lift. “C’mon, sweetie, let’s get you some eyeliner.”

Suzie continues to sniffle rather than participate in her reconstruction and a lunch rush that starts in eight minutes. She and I are two of nine waitresses at Hugo’s on Rush Street, the North Side’s one block of leafy boulevard de Montmartre. I hug Suzie’s shoulder and lift—

Nope, she’d prefer to sniffle rather than prep her tables. Our manager notices and rolls his eyes—most of us are actors or actresses, so drama is occasionally on sale here, especially when we were sure we had the part. Today I have a right to a bit of drama, given the teaser exposé headline below the fold in today’s Herald, but I’m not going there. No one in Hugo’s knows I’m Coleen Brennan’s twin sister. In the two years I’ve been back I haven’t been near the Four Corners; that life happened to someone else.

I have spoken to two people who know me. One cop, and now one reporter from the Herald. Each time the Herald has asked for my cooperation, I’ve refused. And I won’t read the article today, written by strangers about a beautiful girl they didn’t know. Twenty-nine years ago I watched strangers bury Coleen, a part of me lost in the ether but not gone. A year later my ma died, and I ran … from my father and the Four Corners … all the way to Hollywood; was all of fourteen when I arrived. Axl Rose sang about it in “Welcome to the Jungle”—all the drama a scared Irish girl could stand.

I smile “sorry” at my manager, then tell Suzie, “Honey, Kylie Minogue couldn’t wear the back of those pants any better; from the front you’re Miss Teen USA; you’ll work again, even if it’s porn loops.”

Suzie doesn’t laugh, although it’s true. She has talent and looks and youth, and she will work again—here, New York, or L.A. if she doesn’t quit or self-destruct, self-destruction being a prime career hazard that claims as many of us as service revolvers do Chicago policemen. Window check—I know two Chicago policemen, and not in a good way, but like that Pontiac that spooked me this morning, both are part of another story.

“C’mon, we’ll buy you some blow after work, you can saddle up a cowboy or five.”

Suzie smiles perfect pouty lips and forces herself to her feet. She straightens an apron that will make four or five men risk their families before lunch is over … and sniffles. Suzie will work again. And like one, maybe even two of us in here with stacks of dog-eared scripts in our bedrooms, the kitchen Peg-board of wrap-party photos from the shows we got, and address books full of “contacts” from those shows we didn’t get, lightning will strike—I’ve seen it, been so close I thought it was finally my turn—the stage lights will hit and we’ll be whole.

Whole because beyond the stage lights and adulation, we’ll be welcomed backstage into a new family, a joyous and dysfunctional troupe of drama queens and crew, for birthdays and doctor days, for new boyfriends and teary breakups, marriages and graduations, all the sinew and gristle that binds hearts to souls forever and ever. But only if we don’t quit. In the actress business, persistence and will are all we have; they take the rest, all of it, and don’t apologize.

The lunch rush starts like it’s supposed to. Our customers act like the well-heeled are supposed to. Brass from Furukawa Industries are in booth 1, accepting heartfelt thanks, basking in their save-the-city limelight. One billion dollars buys a lot of PC/PR in protectionist times. Should allow Americans across the land to wave Old Glory whenever we buy Furukawa’s made-in-America cars, or happily bank in Furukawa-controlled banks, or watch Furukawa flat-screen TVs. I don’t blame Furukawa. It works for McDonald’s. Selling obesity to schoolkids is okay as long as you also fund a clown and his rape crisis center.

Everything’s rocking along like Friday should and: my cell phone rings with my agent’s ringtone. Shock. Panic. Sarah calls rarely, almost never—and never, ever, ever when prayed for. And this week I’ve prayed every hour I wasn’t waiting tables. I lit candles at St. Mary’s and watched the sun come up over her steeples.

I flash on my ma’s Belfast crumble muffins and flip the phone open, pushing it between shoulder and ear and the strawberry blond hair the real me reinvigorates twice a month. I dread hearing the “Thank you for coming” or just “Sorry,” but I’m weak and blindly full of hope and acting is a soul addiction that kills you a lot of different ways. I’m already reaching under the hot lights for my order, telling the cheeseburgers and my agent: “Hi, Sarah!”

Pause … endless seconds … the “Sorry” from my agent’s assistant about to begin my long dark descent into the well where Blanche DuBois and I will say goodbye to her life and my dreams. Both eyes close to hide the death from my friends and fellow aspirants, the reality that yet again, after all the investment and risk, the Shubert Theater Company doesn’t want Arleen Brennan as part of their family.

Sarah says: “Grab something, Arleen … The river parted, you got the callback.”

I drop both cheeseburgers—$12.00 each, medium rare, no tomatoes. “For Streetcar?” The stainless-steel counter saves the burgers and most of the hand-cut fries. My other hand rescues the phone. “Me? The Shubert wants me?”

“Just spoke with the director. They’re down to two for Blanche, you and—”

“Oh my God …”

It’s almost too much … after two decades as Arleen the Also Appearing. Oh my God, the big time; lightning has struck. A hip bumps me sideways. Suzie has gently hip-checked me out of the way and grabs her order. “Sarah, this isn’t a joke, right? Don’t do that, not after … For real, I’m half the callback?”

“Yes and yes. Sunday, eleven AM at the theater. The director, producer, casting director, and Jude Law’s agent. You’ll read with Jude. I’ll have the pages sent by the restaurant.”

Oh my God. Finally.

Vivien Leigh was my age—way past her prime, they said—when she played Blanche DuBois. She showed ’em, won the Academy Award for best actress. Vivien was English, playing a Mississippi Southern belle. I’m Belfast–Four Corners–Irish; it’s perfect.

“Sarah, don’t worry; I know all the parts by heart.” Oh my God … finally. “You’re sure it’s me?”

She laughs. “I’m sure.”

Happy feet! Float on air. Waitressing at Hugo’s is … brilliant. “Wait. Who’s the other actress?”

“I’m sending the pages anyway. Worry about Tennessee Williams, not her.”

“Is she big?”

“Honestly, I don’t know. Just that she’s flying in from L.A. tomorrow night.”

“Sarah, I am Blanche DuBois. This is it. My turn. Has to be.”

“I never promise clients, you know that, but no actress deserves this part more.”

I deliver the cheeseburgers without touching the floor and kiss both recipients. Tinker Bell has touched me; I can fly. The most glorious lunch rush in history begins to slow. My cheeks have more lipstick than my lips. Tommy, the manager, is showing me where my picture will go—

A man steps into the bar window: Homicide Detective Ruben Vargas.

No. No. Not now; not here. I crane into the window, wide-eye for the Pontiac that was in front of my bus this morning. Please, God, no Koreans; they can’t ever know my real name, where I work—The window fills. Two stunning models from Elite take turns kissing Ruben’s cheek. He gently pats their bare shoulders, shakes their agent’s hand, and sans partner, Ruben Vargas steps in off Rush Street. No square-faced Korean mafia gangsters follow.

My heart starts beating again. Ruben winks at Charlene, our fresh-faced maître d’ assistant. She beams, hugs him with both arms, cranes for me on the floor, then the bar, and jubilantly waves me over like Ruben brought us the fall line from Prada.

Charlene’s lost what limited poise she’s acquired at Northwestern because whether you’re a college girl, café society, or made gangster, Ruben Vargas is a street legend in Chicago. The man, don’cha know. Five foot seven, same as me, forty pounds heavier, all of it sinewy muscle, but tailored into a mint-green linen blazer and expensive jeans. His jet-black hair is cut perfect and combed straight back. A hint of cologne on smooth cocoa skin. The only mar is a razor-thin scar from mouth to ear. A fine doorway full of man, the Dublin girls would say.

I knew who Ruben was when I was little. He was grown and we never spoke. Ten months ago we were reintroduced at a theater party. An actress there described him as “coarse brown sugar.” I didn’t take the sample I was offered, but she had, and licked her lips when she said it.

My mistake, one of many, was dealing with Ruben with his clothes on. When I get to Ruben he smiles and turns us away from Charlene. “Lose your phone?”

“No, I—”

“We gotta get set up, baby.” Ruben scans Hugo’s patrons. “Finish that thing for me like you promised.”

“Ruben, I can’t, I have to prep. I made the callback for Streetcar. Sunday; can you believe it! The lead opposite Jude Law.”

Ruben lingers on the Furukawa table and their corporate glow, then cuts back to me, grinning like a proud papa. “No need to thank me for openin’ their eyes. Congratulations.”

“Finally. I’m so—”

“So we gotta get this done tonight or you’re missing Sunday.”

Blink. Half the brilliant sunlight fades. “What?”

“You heard me. And no more losing your phone.”

My back straightens. “In some other life, I’m missing my callback.”

Ruben squares up. “Princesa, you forgettin’ your responsibilities? What the fuck we’re into?”

“Not we, Ruben. You. I’m an actress.”

“I delivered your audition. Remember? And now you got the callback. And these are bad men who we gotta stop, whether you still believe it or not.”

Ruben hooked me up with an impossible-to-get final-round audition for Streetcar. In exchange, I’d participate in a police sting operation. CPD needed a serious actress who’d accept serious risk for a good cause, a cause he knew would hook me, one I have very personal reasons to champion anyway. I got the audition. And the “bad men” are every ounce of that. But everything else Ruben fed me was a lie.

“Actress or waitress, what you are, princesa, is in too deep to be doing anything but what I say until we straighten this problem out.”

The fading sunlight dies to dark; Tinker Bell flies away, replaced by years of aprons and promises and dreams that always seem to slip out of reach. I lean in at a dangerous cop who knows too much about me, about mistakes I’ve made—his mistakes in his sting, not CPD’s—mistakes he and his crooked cop partner, Robbie Steffen, have set up to be mine if things go bad. And they have. The smart response, the survival response is shut up, say nothing.

But not today. Today I got the callback; today my sister and I are the winners. Coleen and I stare straight at Ruben’s eyes. “Whatever you and Steffen are really into with the Koreans came this close to getting Robbie killed.” My finger and thumb pinch together. “I don’t know why you picked me for this disaster, but I signed up on a lie and I’m not dying for it. So fuck you, Ruben. And fuck Robbie Steffen. And fuck your psycho problems in Koreatown. How’s that?”

Detective Ruben Vargas eases a toothpick into a smile that can mean anything from good wishes to cemetery. “Hope it plays in Koreatown, ’cause we both know they’ll kill you if it don’t. And we both know you’re goin’ back.”




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Newt_9780385534703_epub_016_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Newt_9780385534703_epub_015_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Newt_9780385534703_epub_014_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Newt_9780385534703_epub_013_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Newt_9780385534703_epub_012_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Newt_9780385534703_epub_011_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Newt_9780385534703_epub_010_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Newt_9780385534703_epub_L01_r1.jpg







OEBPS/images/Newt_9780385534703_epub_cvt_r1.jpg
START
SHOOTING

CHARLIE
NEWTON







OEBPS/images/Newt_9780385534703_epub_019_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Newt_9780385534703_epub_018_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Newt_9780385534703_epub_017_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Newt_9780385534703_epub_005_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Newt_9780385534703_epub_027_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Newt_9780385534703_epub_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Newt_9780385534703_epub_026_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Newt_9780385534703_epub_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Newt_9780385534703_epub_025_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Newt_9780385534703_epub_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Newt_9780385534703_epub_024_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Newt_9780385534703_epub_tp_r1.jpg
START
SHOOTING

A NOVEL

CHARLIE NEWTON






OEBPS/images/Newt_9780385534703_epub_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Newt_9780385534703_epub_023_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Newt_9780385534703_epub_022_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Newt_9780385534703_epub_021_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Newt_9780385534703_epub_020_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Newt_9780385534703_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
AAAAAA

uuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuu





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/Newt_9780385534703_epub_009_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Newt_9780385534703_epub_008_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Newt_9780385534703_epub_007_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Newt_9780385534703_epub_006_r1.jpg





