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PLAYING THE SAP—AGAIN



THE POLICE SAY it was drug-related, ma’am. They think August was stealing to deal.” Angela Creedy spoke so softly I had to lean forward to hear her.

“That is a bêtise—a … a lie, a stupidity.” Bernadine Fouchard stomped her foot for emphasis.

“Bernie, my little volcano, you could be right, but I have no idea what, or even who, you’re talking about. Can you start at the beginning?”

Angela had been looking at her clasped hands, her face tight with worry, but that made her give a brief smile. “You are a little volcano, Bernie. Maybe that’s what we’ll start calling you at the training table. The thing is, August is missing, and when this break-in happened—”

“They had to pick on someone,” Bernie interrupted. “And because he is black—”

Angela put a hand over Bernie’s mouth. “August is my cousin, ma’am. I don’t really know him—I’m from Shreveport, and he grew up in Chicago. We don’t have the kind of family that stages big reunions. I haven’t seen him since he was about eight or nine and came down with his mama to visit. Anyway, when I connected with him, after I moved up here, it turned out he’s trying to be a filmmaker, but he works as a personal trainer to support himself. He also videos parties—weddings, kids’ birthdays, things like that. It just seemed like the perfect combo.”

The southern lilt in her soft voice made it hard for me to understand her. “Perfect for what?” I asked.

Bernie flung up her hands. “But to help us train and video us when we play, naturellement, so we can see where we must improve!”

Bernadine Fouchard was a rising hockey player. Her father had been my cousin Boom-Boom’s closest friend on the Blackhawks, and he’d asked Boom-Boom to be Bernie’s godfather. Now that she was a first-year student and athletic star at Northwestern, I had sort of inherited her.

“Angela is also an athlete?” I asked.

“Can’t you tell? She is like a … a giraffe. She plays basketball and plays very well.”

Angela looked at her in annoyance but went back to her narrative. “Anyway, Bernie and I, we’re both freshmen, we have a lot to prove before we can be starters, so we started going to the Six-Points Gym, because that’s where my cousin works and it’s not far from campus.”

“When this gym was broken into two nights ago, the police, at first they thought it was a prank, because of Halloween, but then today they said it must have been August, which is a scandale,” Bernie put in. “So I told Angela about you, and we agreed you are the exact person for proving he never did this thing.”

Bernie favored me with a brilliant smile, as if she were the queen bestowing an important medal on me. I felt more as though the queen’s horse was kicking me in the stomach.

“What does August say about it?”

“He’s disappeared,” Bernie said. “I think he’s hiding—”

“Bernie, I’m going to call you a volcanic kangaroo, you jump around so much.” Angela warned, her voice rising in exasperation. “The gym manager says August told her he was going away for a week but he didn’t say where, just that it was a confidential project. He’s a contract employee, so he doesn’t get vacation time—he takes unpaid leave if he wants to go.”

“He didn’t tell you?” I asked.

Angela shook her head. “We’re not that close, ma’am. I mean, I like him, but, you know how it is when you play college ball—Bernie told me you played basketball for the University of Chicago—you’re training, you’re practicing, you’re fitting in your classes. Girls’ ball isn’t like boys’: we have to graduate, we have to take our courses seriously. Not that I don’t want to—I love everything I’m studying—but there isn’t time left over for family. And August is pretty private anyway. He’s never even invited me to his home.”

“You have his phone number?” I said.

Angela nodded. “He’s not answering it, or texts, or anything. No updates on his Facebook page or Twitter feed.”

“The police must have something to go on,” I objected. “Other than saying that nobody knows where your cousin is.”

“It wasn’t really a break-in.” Angela picked at her cuticles. “Someone with a key opened all the doors, and August is the only person with a key they can’t find.”

“How long has he been out of touch?” I asked, cutting short another harangue by Bernie.

Angela hunched a shoulder. “I can’t even tell you that, ma’am. It wasn’t until today that I knew he was missing, and that’s because the police came to talk to me, to see if I knew where he was.”

I got up to turn on more lights. The only windows in the warehouse where I lease my office are at the top of the fourteen-foot walls. I’ve filled the place with floor and ceiling lamps, and at five on a November day I needed all of them to break the gloom.

Neither of my visitors seemed able to tell her story in a straightforward way, but what it boiled down to was that Six-Points Gym’s medical-supplies closet had been ransacked during the break-in. The gym worked with a lot of athletes, from weekend warriors to some of the city’s pro teams, along with many of the university’s athletes. They had a doctor on call who could hand out drugs. Neither Angela nor Bernie knew what had been in the ransacked closet.

“We don’t take drugs,” Bernie snapped when I asked. “Why would we know?”

I sighed, loudly. “It’s the kind of question you might have asked the police when they talked to you. Or they might have asked you. Six-Points must have controlled substances, or the cops wouldn’t care.”

“They didn’t say.” Angela was talking to her hands again. “They asked me how well I know August and did I know if he took drugs, sold drugs—all those things. I told them no, of course.”

“Even though you don’t know him well?” I prodded.

Angela looked up at that, her eyes hot. “I know when someone is on drugs. Ma’am. It’s true I don’t know him well—I was only two the one time he came to see us—but my mother told me he brought a toy farm with him that I kept messing with. She says August was so cute, how he put the animals to bed for the night, all the little lambs together, all the cows, how the dog got to sleep on the farmer’s bed. A boy like that wouldn’t be stealing drugs.”

I didn’t suggest that every drug dealer had once been a little child who played with toys.

Bernie nodded vigorously. “Exactement! So we need you to find August. Find him before the police do, or they will just arrest him and never listen to the truth.”

“Which is?”

“That someone else did this break-in, this sabotage.” Bernie cried, exasperated with my thickness.

“This is potentially a huge inquiry, Bernie. You need to fingerprint the premises, talk to everyone on the gym’s staff, talk to customers. The police have the manpower and the technical resources for an investigation like this. I don’t have the equipment or the staff to work a crime scene, even if the Evanston cops would let me look at it.”

“But, Vic! You can at least talk to people. When you start asking questions, they will be squirming and saying things they thought they could keep secret. I know you can do this—I have seen you making it happen. Maybe even the manager of the gym, maybe she is doing this crime and trying to blame August.”

I opened and shut my mouth a few times. Whether it was the flattery or the supplication in both their faces, I wrote down the address of Six-Points, the name of the manager, August’s home address. When I asked Angela for August’s mother’s name, though, she said that “Auntie Jacquelyn” had died six years ago.

“I honestly don’t think August has any other family in Chicago. Not on my side anyway. His daddy was killed in Iraq, years ago. If he has other relatives here, I don’t know about them.”

Of course she didn’t know his friends either, or lovers, or whether he had debts he needed to pay off. At least she could provide his last name—Veriden. Even though I knew that neither woman could afford my fees, I still found myself saying I would call at the gym tomorrow and ask some questions.

Bernie leaped up to hug me. “Vic, I knew you would say yes! I knew we could count on you.”

I thought of Sam Spade telling Brigid O’Shaughnessy he wouldn’t play the sap for her. Why wasn’t I as tough as Sam?


2

FIT FOR LIFE



THE NEXT DAY I had an early meeting in the Loop with my favorite kind of client, the kind who pays bills regularly and has well-focused inquiries, so it wasn’t until late afternoon that I made it up to the Six-Points Gym. Which meant I had about a dozen texts from Bernie, demanding to know what I’d found out, before I even started north.

I’d made an appointment with the day manager, Denise LaPorte, and had phoned to let the Evanston police know I was on the case. The detective in charge didn’t sound as though the break-in was high on his own to-do list. No one had been killed or even injured, and property damage was minimal.

“You want to look for this guy—what’s his name? August Veriden?—knock yourself out. Just let me know when you find him.”

“You’re liking him for the break-in?”

The cop said, “We’d like to talk to him. He’s the only employee with a key that we can’t locate, so we’ve put out a bulletin for him.”

I asked what drugs were missing. I whistled under my breath: the gym’s medical closet had quite a cocktail on hand—Oxy, Toradol, Vicodin, along with stuff I’d never heard of.

“Were the quantities enough to make them worth stealing?”

The detective snorted derisively. “You ever been around a junkie, PI? Street value doesn’t mean shit. Ease of access—you’ll see when you get there. It ain’t exactly Fort Knox.”

Duly chastened, I promised I would let him know if I discovered anything helpful. Neither of us was optimistic when I hung up.

When I got to Six-Points Gym: Fitness for Life, it was just after five. The building was a kind of outsize warehouse. A signboard at the entrance advertised an Olympic-size pool, a dozen basketball courts, yoga rooms, weight rooms, five restaurants, and a separate spa wing. The sign urged me to join and become fit for life. Special rates for college and high-school students, 30 percent off for everyone who joined today. There must have been a lot of cancellations after the break-in.

The sign also explained the Six Points: USE YOUR HEAD AND HEART TO POWER YOUR FOUR LIMBS TO FITNESS.

A security camera videoed the main entrance, but the eye had been covered with a piece of chewing gum. Inside, a guard the size of a football tackle was dealing with a woman who demanded he let her into the locker room right now! He looked at me humorlessly and asked for my membership card and a photo ID.

“You were here during the break-in?” I said while the woman shouted that she’d been here before me and I couldn’t butt in like I owned the place.

“And you get to ask questions because …?” the guard said.

“Because I’m a detective who’s been hired to help with the investigation. Denise LaPorte is expecting me.”

The guard looked as though he’d like to pick me up and break me in half, just for someone to vent his frustration on, but he picked up the desk phone instead and called for permission to let me in.

“Down the hall to the back staircase and up to the second floor. You’ll find her—just follow the noise.”

“And were you here during the break-in?”

“What kind of asshole question is that? Of course not. We’re closed from midnight to five A.M.—that’s when it happened.”

By the time I left, the angry woman had been joined by a couple of men also demanding answers.

I passed locker rooms. Police tape had been crisscrossed over the entrances, but someone had torn it down.

You know the footage that TV loves to show after a tornado or an earthquake, with homes and furniture flung across the landscape? That’s what I saw when I stepped over the tape: every locker in the women’s room had been pried open. Gym bags and backpacks had been dumped. Bras, tampons, water bottles, swimsuits, candy wrappers, makeup kits—all scattered over the benches and floor. Fingerprint dust had settled on the clothes, making them look like the tired remains of a dust storm.

I backed out and peered into the men’s room. The damage was just as appalling, except for the absence of makeup. No one looking for drugs would have looted the locker rooms, although I suppose a serious addict might have been hunting jewelry or electronics. Could one person have done this on his own in five hours? The dumping maybe, but hundreds of lockers had been opened. It looked like a team effort.

I snapped some pictures and moved on to the back staircase. As I started up, I understood what the guard had meant by following the noise. The manager’s office was a small space, and it was overflowing with screaming clients. A man in a purple Wildcats sweatshirt was pounding the desk demanding a refund, two women were shouting about something stolen, a third, weeping in fury, was waving a silver gym bag whose torn lining was hanging out.

“Two hundred twenty-five dollars! This is a Stella McCartney original. Are you going to reimburse me or not?”

“Take a number,” LaPorte snapped at me when I squeezed through to her desk. “I can only deal with one person at a time.”

“I’m V.I. Warshawski, the detective—we spoke earlier. Let me know when to come back.”

LaPorte pressed her palms against her eyes. “There won’t be a good time. There will never be a good time. This is going to go on all night.”

“Damn right,” the man said. “It’s going to go on until you tell us when you’re going to pay for the damages.”

I climbed onto the desk and the room quieted. I looked down at the crowd. “Did the police take down the crime-scene tape, or was that you heroes?”

There was some grumbling and then another outburst from the Stella McCartney bag, wanting to know what difference that made and insisting it didn’t get me off the hook from replacing her property.

I tried to school my face into a mix of sorrow and pity instead of annoyance and impatience. “If you removed the tape, there’s no way to prove that your property was damaged by the vandals who broke into the locker room. Six-Points values you as a member and doesn’t want a legal hassle, but their insurance carrier will be cranky because there’s no way to prove you aren’t bringing ruined property in from outside, hoping to cash in on the disaster. You can’t file a police report, which you need when you’re making a claim, because you tampered with a crime scene. Fresh prints on top of the fingerprint powder will be pretty easy to ID.”

The people in the room seemed to contract, as if a freezing wind had blown through, except for the Stella McCartney woman. She was too outraged for logic, but a man whom I hadn’t noticed—because he’d been quiet—took her arm and steered her out the door. The rest of the unhappy athletes followed.

Denise LaPorte slumped in her chair. She was young, probably early thirties, and on a normal day probably attractive—her buff arms an advertisement for the gym’s fitness trainers, with that honey-colored hair that takes hours to hand-paint and keep glowing. Today her skin was the color of paste, and she had gray circles under her eyes.

“This is the first time the room has been quiet since I started my shift at noon. Is it true what you said about the insurance claims?”

I hopped off the desk and shut the door. “Depends on how generous your management and your insurers want to be with your customers, but insurance companies are used to train-wreck add-ons.”

She looked at me blankly.

“When trains derail, you get more accident claims than the total number of passengers on board. Your carrier isn’t likely to pay for damaged items people wave around, although the gym may want to take care of them as a goodwill gesture. The claims could turn into a nightmare, so for your own protection make this your legal department’s problem.”

LaPorte gave a wobbly smile. “Thanks. That’s the first decent advice I’ve had for three days.”

“You’re beat and beaten up,” I said, “but I need to ask you about August Veriden.”

LaPorte shook her head. “I can’t tell you much. He’s a quiet guy, qualified trainer—he did a degree at Loyola, which has a great certification program, and he always met or exceeded our standards.”

I blinked. “That sounds like one of those online questionnaires.”

She flushed. “I memorized his employee chart when I was talking to the police and to corporate this morning. Some of the trainers like to chat, so I know about who they’re dating or their dental bills or whatever, but August isn’t a chatter. Everyone—I was going to say likes him, but maybe respects is more to the point. We all know that his dream is to be a filmmaker, and he does private jobs for people here—weddings or graduations. I’ve never worked with him, so I can’t tell you how good his videos are.”

“Any personal details in his file? Partner? Next of kin?”

LaPorte shook her head again. “When the cops asked to talk to him and he wasn’t answering his phone, I looked him up, but he only put in this cousin, who’s a freshman at Northwestern.”

I grimaced. “She’s the person who hired me to find him. She doesn’t know other relatives.”

LaPorte clasped her hands on the desk and looked at me earnestly. “I know his cousin and her friend, the little hockey player—”

“Bernadine Fouchard,” I supplied.

“I know they think I gave the police his name because he’s black, but honestly, three of our other trainers are black, one of them from Kenya. We have seventy-eight people working here, everything from janitors to trainers to PTs and massage therapists, and seven people on the management team, including me. August is the only one we can’t locate. I don’t want to finger him, but it does look suspicious.”

“How long has it been since you last saw him?” I asked.

She made a face. “This morning I had to check that on my computer, but between talking to the police and to corporate, I know all this by heart. He left ten days ago, said he wanted personal time for a private project. That’s all any of us here know.”

I digested that: if he wanted to break in and steal the gym’s drugs, he’d waited an awfully long time. “You have a doctor on staff, right?”

“Oh—you’re thinking of the medical-supplies closet. We have two doctors who oversee any injury treatments that our PTs or exercise trainers do, but they’re not employees.”

I asked to see the medical closet. She got up readily—I’d saved her from assault, she wanted to help. As she opened her door, she even managed to joke that she wished she had a disguise.

A few people tried to stop her on our way down the hall, but she told them I was a detective, that she needed to show me part of the crime scene.

The door to the medical office was open, but the entrance was crisscrossed with more crime-scene tape, this time intact. I ducked underneath to inspect at the drugs cabinet.

“Should you be doing that?” LaPorte glanced around the hall.

“I’m not going to touch anything,” I assured her.

The room held a desk and couple of exam tables. All the drawers—in the desk, under the tables, and in cabinets along the walls—were open. Some had been dumped on the floor with a rough hand, scattering latex gloves, swabs, test tubes across the room. I tiptoed through the detritus to the supply closet at the back, which also stood open. I squatted to shine my flashlight on the lock. It hadn’t been forced, but whether someone had a key or was good with picks, I couldn’t tell.

Floor-to-ceiling shelves had held everything from support tapes to plastic boxes of medicines. I shone my flash on the labels—over-the-counter painkillers along with an eye-popping collection of controlled substances. The rolls of stretchy tape had been unwound, leaving elastic coiled over the lips of shelves onto the floor like a nest of flesh-colored vipers.

I rejoined LaPorte in the hall.

“Do the trainers have keys to the medical supplies?”

“Only the doctors and the nurse who’s on call. What do you think is going on?” LaPorte pulled nervously on her lank hair.

“I think your doctors are seriously overmedicating your clients.”

Her mouth dropped open. “What does that have to do with the break-in?”

“I can’t tell,” I said. “You’d need the cops to look into it—they’ve got the bodies to question everyone the doctors ever treated, or athletes with a grudge, or parents who think their kids were damaged. Or the doctors could have nothing at all to do with it—it could be junkies helping themselves to a stash that’s easy to get at. You have seventy-eight employees with keys, which means—”

“No, only about eighteen people have keys. August does because he opens once a week—the trainers all do because they take turns getting here for the five A.M. shift. And then there’s me and the other—”

“Eighteen is a lot of keys,” I interrupted. “Easy to pass around, even if they’re not easy to duplicate. But unless the front-door key opens the medical closet, I’m voting against a junkie. Someone who’s high or low, desperate for a fix, is more likely to break a lock than finesse it.”

“What should I do?” LaPorte’s voice was cracking with despair.

“Get police permission to go into the locker rooms. Photograph them so you have evidence for your insurance company, then hire a cleanup crew to tidy it up. The police don’t seem excited by the crime, since no one was hurt, and the mess isn’t very serious property damage. I don’t think they’ll object. Pity you don’t know where August is—he could video it all for you.”
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AUTEUR DECONSTRUCTED



WHEN I FINISHED with Denise LaPorte at Six-Points, I was too tired to do anything except go home and collapse in the bath. I could hear the dings announcing incoming texts, but I lay comatose for half an hour, only stirring to add hot water to the tub when it cooled.

It was the two dogs I share with my downstairs neighbor that finally pushed me to my feet. They started scratching and whining outside the bathroom door. Mr. Contreras is over ninety, and although he’d rather root for the Cubs than admit he’s not up to walking Mitch and Peppy, he must have let them into my place as a hint that they needed exercise.

“Okay, guys, okay,” I muttered, toweling myself down.

I pulled on jeans and a heavy sweatshirt, running shoes, got the dogs leashed up, and took them for a quick jog to a nearby park. The tennis courts were empty but brightly lit, in case any enthusiast fancied a game on a cold autumn night. While the dogs ran off steam chasing balls around the court, I checked my texts. Five were from Bernie, anxious for word on August. She was about as subtle as Mitch, and equally insistent, scratching and whining at my in-box.

I tried August’s phone number—I’d entered it in my speed-dial file and had been trying it periodically throughout the day. This time, as before, I got a tinny voice saying that he wasn’t answering and that his mailbox was full.

THE POLICE AREN’T VERY INTERESTED, I texted Bernie and Angela. THE ODDS ARE THE BREAK-IN HAS NOTHING TO DO WITH AUGUST, BUT IT STILL WOULD BE GOOD IF HE TURNED UP.

Of course Bernie called almost at once and Angela about half an hour later, but I told them both I’d give them more details the next day, after I’d been to his apartment. “I want to see if I can find a friend or neighbor he might have talked to.”

I changed into a silk shirt and a wool wrap and went down to the Golden Glow, the bar where I’ve been spending too much time lately. I needed the warmth of Sal Barthele’s Tiffany lamps and the smoothness of her whisky, but mostly her acerbic friendship.

The next morning, when I got to August’s place, I was long after the fair. My only consolation was knowing that if I’d gone last night, I would still have been too late.

August rented a one-bedroom in a courtyard building, six entrances, three stories, no doorman. I rang the bell, waited a minute, leaned on it for a good thirty seconds, waited again, but still had no response to my third ring.

There was a semiresident super—he had an apartment on the ground floor of one of the units opposite August’s, but he also covered another building around the corner on Halsted. I knew this because my superior detecting skills had discovered the notice in the outer doorway about where to find Jorge Baros if he wasn’t in the Buckingham Place building.

I called the number on the notice, saying I was a detective with some questions about August Veriden. Baros was in the middle of a plumbing repair.

“I am very worried about Mr. Veriden,” Baros said, “but I have water leaking through two floors here. Wait for me and I will come as fast as I may.”

I sat on the concrete slab outside the entrance. I was answering e-mails and texts but got to my feet when a young man emerged from August’s doorway. He was in his twenties, dark hair hanging lankly over his forehead and a loosely knotted tie at the neck of a royal blue shirt. He was eating a bagel with one hand, clutching a travel cup in the other, a briefcase tucked under the coffee arm, manipulating the door with the bagel hand.

I held the door for him. “I’m a detective, looking for August Veriden. Do you know him?”

He swallowed, tried to speak, had to gulp down some coffee and said, “Not really,” in a thick voice.

“When did you last see him?”

“Can this wait? I’m late for work.”

“Yep, so is August. He hasn’t shown up for over a week. We’re trying to find him.”

“You and about twenty other people.”

“How so?”

He finished the bagel, licked cream cheese from his fingers, and switched the briefcase to the bagel hand. “He lives above me, so I can hear when someone else is there. He’s a nice enough guy but a loner. Last few days he’s had more visitors than the rest of the building put together. I’ve got to run.”

He took off down the street, his tie flapping over his shoulder.

I ran after him. “I’ll see you to your train or car or whatever. This is important. Over how many days? Last night? Night before?”

He stopped at the corner of Broadway, holding out his arm for a cab. One appeared almost magically, which calmed him enough that he paused, hand on the open door.

“I thought this might be serious. I told—well, the other person in my apartment—that we should have called the police, only you can’t start complaining about other people’s loud parties or they’ll report you next, and August is usually the quietest person on earth.”

“But when was it?” I tried not to shriek. “Last night? Night before?”

He thought for a moment. “Three nights ago. Yesterday I was at work, but another guy in the building said some cops showed up.”

He climbed into the cab and shut the door on my demand for the name of the guy who’d told him about the cops.

I ran back up Buckingham. Jorge Baros hadn’t arrived yet. When I phoned again, he said he was still drowning but would get there as quickly as possible.

I’d brought my picks with me on the principle that it’s better to carry more than you need than to curse yourself for leaving vital tools behind. I didn’t have to work the street door—I’d kept it from latching when I shut it behind the bagel eater—and August’s front door was worryingly easy because it wasn’t locked at all.

Three days ago his apartment had probably been a charming place, sparely furnished with a few good pieces, at least as nearly as I could make them out under the upended plants, CD and DVD covers, and dishes that had been dumped from a wooden hutch onto the floor.

The destruction felt like a shock wave. Angela’s description of her cousin came to me: the little boy who’d carefully put his farm animals to bed at night. Not nice, not nice at all.

I tiptoed around the mess to peer into his kitchen alcove. The same violent hands had dumped canisters of rice and pasta onto the countertop. Ants were rooting around in the food, which had spilled onto the floor.

In the small bedroom, the mattress had been pulled from the bed, the bedding itself wadded into a ball and flung to the doorway. French windows led from the bed to a narrow balcony, where planters with baby sunflowers and late tomatoes had been emptied. The flowers were still alive, growing in the dirt that had landed around them, but the tomatoes looked feeble.

I tried to search for anything that might tell me where or when August had gone. I snapped pictures with my phone, close-ups of individual pieces of damage, wider shots of the general disarray. I started in the bedroom, then worked my way around the balcony and back to the main room.

When I’d taken a few hundred shots, I returned to the bedroom and unfurled the bedclothes, laying them across the slit mattress. I didn’t see any bloodstains, either there or on the floor or furniture. Not that I travel with luminol and a UV light, but these weren’t subtle fingers at work, here or in Evanston.

Bernie and Angela had said August wanted to make movies. I didn’t see any cameras or laptops, but that didn’t mean anything: the wreckers could have taken them, August could have left with them, even the cops might have lifted them, since the bagel eater said they’d been here yesterday.

Looking around, I wondered if the police had really come. There wasn’t any crime-scene tape, nor the telltale silver dust of a fingerprint search.

I sat back on my heels. There had to be something here that would give me a starting point. August owned books as well as CDs and DVDs. It seemed beside the point to worry about disturbing evidence; I just didn’t want to leave my own prints here. Using my coat sleeve, I picked up books, shook them to see if any useful notes slipped out, then closed them and put them back on their shelves. He had a solid collection of black writers: James Baldwin, Lorraine Hansberry, Malcolm X, Ta-Nehisi Coates, Angela Davis.

My phone rang. I jumped up, hoping it was the building super, but it was only Bernie. I let it go to voice mail, but the call reminded me to check whether August was old-fashioned enough for a land-line and voice mail.

I didn’t find any jacks or dismembered phones: like his peers, he did everything via cell towers. I came upon an artist’s sketchbook. I didn’t touch it with my hands but lifted some of the pages with a kitchen knife. The book seemed to be a kind of artist’s diary, where August wrote down story ideas and made rough drawings of sets.

I found a garbage bag in one of the open kitchen drawers and slipped the book inside. I also took some of the unlabeled DVDs, hoping they might include August’s own film efforts. Perhaps he’d been filming something dangerous and the perpetrators had come hunting him, first at the gym and then in his own apartment. Perhaps it would be exciting footage of weddings and bar mitzvahs. Maybe I’d offload them onto Bernie and Angela—it would keep them occupied, keep them from buzzing around me demanding to know what I was doing.

As I made a last circuit of the rooms, I stopped to study the outsize film posters on the walls. Oscar Micheaux held pride of place over the bed, with a poster for Within Our Gates. Facing him was Ousmane Sembène’s Black Girl.

I squinted to study the paper through the glare on the glass covers—the posters looked like originals, but along with luminol I lacked paper-authenticating equipment. And expertise.

Kasi Lemmons and Gordon Parks were in the main room. Emerald Ferring, in Pride of Place, faced the entryway. Her portrait, the expression aloof, filled most of the poster, with a small inset of her in prison garb, presumably a scene from the movie. It was different from the others because because it was signed.

“August, I believe in you: believe in yourself,” she’d written in small, neat letters along the right side and then signed her name with a flourish that covered most of the bottom of the frame. I’d never heard of Emerald Ferring or Pride of Place, but that didn’t mean anything: I’m not a pop-culture maven like Alan Banks or Rebus.

The ruined apartment seemed to be draining my self-confidence—no luminol, no paper expertise, ignorant of pop culture. There must be something I was good at.

Jorge Baros, the building super, came up the walk as I was leaving the building. He was a tall, lean man, with the noble face of an Afghan hound. Incongruously, he was followed by a small white terrier, who sniffed at my jeans legs but sat at a hand sign from Baros.

The super knew about the wreck of August’s apartment—he’d been the person who called the police. “And that was yesterday. Why is only today a detective coming?”

“I’m private, not with the police.”

“Ah, private. Someone has hired you to solve this crime?”

“Someone has asked me to find Mr. Veriden. I didn’t know about the break-in until I got here this morning. It doesn’t look as though the police did much yesterday.”

Baros spit. “The police did nothing. They asked was Mr. Veriden often fighting with his lovers, and I said he was always quiet, not a fighting kind of man. And always very neat. Whenever I go into his apartment—which is only when there is a problem, I am not spying, believe me, but sometimes I must fix a radiator or a refrigerator—everything is clean, orderly. The flowers—those broke my heart. He cares for his flowers, and they bring cheer to the apartment. He knows my wife is not well, and often he gives me flowers for her. What has happened to him? They did not harm him, did they?”

I spread my hands, universal sign of bafflement. “The night before Halloween, there was a major act of vandalism at a big Evanston gym where he works. Police think he was stealing their drug supply, but his apartment looks as though someone was trying to find something.”

“He would not be stealing drugs. He is so honest.” Baros pronounced the h, as my mother used to—Latin speakers uncertain about when it is silent in English, when it is aspirated.

“He took off about ten days ago without saying where he was going,” I said. “Does he have a lover, or friends in the building or the neighborhood, he would talk to?”

Baros shook his head. “I don’t know everything about the tenants—there are thirty-six apartments here, after all. But we live opposite, my wife and I, so we see this entrance more than the others, and my wife, she worries about August, that he is too lonely. He is so polite, so kindhearted, one of the few who even knows she is having radiation treatments. He has taken care of Rosquilla for us sometimes.”

He pointed at the little terrier, who barked at his name.

“Can I talk to your wife? Maybe August confided in her.”

Baros’s wife was at work, despite her cancer treatments, but he promised to consult her and call me.

“You didn’t see who broke in?” I asked.

“We are in bed at ten, so it has taken place after that. After seeing the destruction in Mr. Veriden’s home, I am telling the owners they must put in better security, cameras, alarms, but it is too late to protect Mr. Veriden.”

I shook hands and left him on that melancholy note. His phone was ringing as I went down the walk, and he called out to me to wait—it was his wife, on her break.

He spoke in Spanish, explaining that a detective was here asking about Señor Veriden. After that, I lost track of the conversation, except for the “sí, sí, sí” that Baros interjected at intervals.

When he hung up, Baros shook his head sadly. “She didn’t know he was going away. He is a nice young man. We would not like to think of any harm coming to him.”
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