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  I walked into my neighborhood bar, a fierce winter wind following me inside. It wasn’t my favorite watering hole, but it was within walking distance of my place, and I was so cold my balls were making clinking noises every step I took.


  I stood at the entryway and paused, taking the place in. It was darkish, grimy, still smelling of cigarettes even though Chicago had banned smoking indoors years ago. The after-work crowd had dwindled down to the diehards—those without families to go home to.


  I didn’t have a family of my own to go home to. I wasn’t looking to find one, either. They were expensive, messy, and needy. My presence at the bar was twofold. First, I needed a drink. Second, I hoped to get a little something-something. Nothing made the cold, winter nights easier than a little bit of strange.


  I took a quick survey of the thirty or so patrons in the place, judging and discounting the women with rapid-fire glances.


  With a guy. Too old. Ugly. Fugly. Chicken neck. Nasty birthmark. Fat. Bad teeth. Double chin. Missing an ear—Jesus Christ. With a guy. Fugly and too old. And—


  Hello… who is this vision of loveliness?


  I went in for the closer look. She was blond, perched on a barstool. Her skirt was far too short for the weather, and she had one leg crossed over the other, her foot ending in a red pump sporting a killer stiletto heel. I let my eyes drift upward. Nice rack, struggling to break free of the tight button-up shirt she wore, the first three buttons open. Lipstick that matched the shoes. And…


  Jesus. Pigtails. That’s hot.


  I swallowed, then took the seat next to her.


  “Can I buy you a house?” I asked, leaning over.


  She gave me a look as if she wasn’t impressed.


  Not that I fell for it. Hard to get could be a lot of fun. “Well?”


  She sighed, giving her chest a nice up and down bounce. “Start with a drink. If you don’t fuck that up, I’ll decide if you can stick around.”


  I raised my hand for the bartender. “Can I get a Goose Island and three bottles of tequila for the lady?”


  She peered at me under raised brows. “Rail booze?”


  “Excuse me?”


  “I’ll give you points for quantity. You’re lacking in quality.”


  “Sorry. Wasn’t paying attention. I was looking at your boobs. Did you have a drink preference? I’ve found it all comes out looking the same.”


  “I’ll bet.” She spun her stool and gave me her back.


  I stood up, taking the opportunity to check out the top of her head.


  She glanced back. “What the hell are you doing?”


  I sat down again. “Checking out the view I hope to see later. I gotta say, I really dig the pigtails. Besides the naughty schoolgirl vibe, they’re also like handlebars for blowjobs.”


  “You’re charming.” She rolled her big brown eyes. “The way herpes is charming.”


  I winked. “Give me enough time to finish one drink, and if you aren’t completely charmed I’ll take off and never bother you again. Fair?”


  Her lips pressed into a non-committal line. “Pour the tequila. I always was a sucker for a challenge.”


  The Goose Island arrived, and I bugged the bartender for two chilled shots of 1800. Then I offered her my hand. “I’m Harry. Harry McGlade. Have we known each other long enough for me to get your name?”


  “No. You can just call me babe, because I know you will anyway.” She gave me a quick, perfunctory handshake.


  “Fair enough, babe. I gotta say, though, that it’s past seven pm, so if you were looking to hook up with some yuppie, they’ve all gone home. And dressed like jailbait, I’m guessing you did come to hook up. A lady doesn’t look this sexy if she’s just going out to get drunk. So I may be your last chance at a good evening. And while I like a challenge, I’m not into bitter and disinterested. So what can I do to push your defrost button for the next three minutes?”


  She looked past me, focusing on something or someone near the door. When she glanced back, the cynicism was instantly gone and a smile teased the corners of her lips. She arched her back and leaned a little closer to me. “Thanks for the drink. I’ve just been having a few problems with men lately. Sorry to take it out on you.”


  The shots arrived, along with a salt shaker and a bar napkin with two lime slices. I raised my glass. “Well, here’s to whatever asshole was stupid enough to give you problems and allow me a chance.”


  She cast another look over her shoulder and picked up her Cuervo. “I hope you’re not one of those salt and lime people.”


  “That depends. Have you ever done a body shot?”


  She gave me a look that topped my best naughty-school-girl dreams. “Like this?” She opened one more button and exposed her cleavage, which looked like two boobs being pressed together. Then she dripped a line of tequila on her chest.


  I rubbed the wedge of lime on her neck, licked that, and then trailed my tongue down her front.


  Nothing smelled better than boobs. Except, maybe, boobs with tequila on them. I lingered for a bit, and after maybe two or three minutes she gently shoved me away.


  “Now your turn,” I said, pouring my entire shot on my crotch.


  She looked down and her smile grew. She splayed her fingers on my chest, then shimmied them down my body and cupped me with her hand. “You want to go where I can dry that off for you?”


  “You mean like that corner over there?”


  “I mean my place.”


  “That corner’s a lot closer.”


  “My place is a lot more private.”


  “That corner can be private. I’ll drape my jacket over your head.”


  “Maybe I want to dry off a little, too.” She arched her back a little more, sticking her tits out so far they brushed my chest.


  I raised an eyebrow. “Is this going to cost me money? Because I’m okay with that, but my limit is thirty bucks.”


  “No money. I just want to make you scream.”


  “I’d scream if I took off your panties and found a dick. You don’t happen to be a pre-op transsexual, by any chance? Again, I’m okay with that, but I need fair warning. I don’t want to get an eye poked out.”


  “I promise I’m all woman.”


  “Fair enough. And that guy behind me that you keep glancing at. How does he figure into this little soiree?”


  The woman backed off a bit. “What guy?”


  “The mean motherfucker who is staring at me like he’s a starving lion and I’m a zebra with a limp. Does he belong to you?”


  Her smile disappeared. She gave me a doe-eyed look, slipped off her bar stool, and draped an arm around my shoulders. “Look, I’ll be straight with you.”


  “Straight is good. So is bi.”


  “I’m in a spot here. I could really use your help, Harry.”


  “Is he the aforementioned guy giving you problems?”


  “Something like that.”


  “Is he a cop?”


  “No. God, no. I wish he was.”


  “Did you know he’s got a gun on him? Shoulder holster, under his jacket.”


  She skimmed her hand down my back. Cupping my ass, she rubbed her chest against me. If this didn’t happen to me so often, I might have been a tad bit suspicious.


  Okay, I’m lying. This stuff never happened to me. But for some reason I wasn’t thinking clearly. There was a slight chance it could have been her boobs rubbing against me while she groped my ass.


  “Please. I wasn’t kidding about going somewhere more private. You get me out of this, and I’ll do anything you want. Anything.”


  “Anything? Because I’ve got a pretty active imagination.”


  “Anything at all.”


  “To be clear, we’re talking about sex, right?”


  “Yes.”


  “With each other?”


  She nodded.


  I leaned in closer. “What’s your name, babe?”


  The woman whispered so close to my ear that I could feel her hot, moist breath, which was hot and moist. “I’m Tangi.”


  “Yeah, you are. And what’s Rambo’s name?”


  “I don’t know. He works for my old boyfriend.”


  “Hired muscle, huh? You want to tell me about this old boyfriend of yours?”


  Tangi didn’t respond.


  I nodded and stood up. “Order two more tequilas. I’ll be right back.” I drained the pint of Goose Island, stepped away from the bar, and strolled over to the man Tangi had been looking at.


  The guy had a few inches and about fifty pounds on me, and the scar tissue around his eyes and chin spoke of a former career in boxing or mixed martial arts. He widened his stance as I approached, letting his hands drop to his sides.


  I stopped a foot away from him, offering a large smile. “Do I know you?” I asked.


  The guy barely looked at me, keeping his focus on Tangi. “No. But if you’re smart, you’ll walk out of here. Right now.”


  “I’m sure I’ve seen you someplace before. Pro wrestling? Maybe the boxing circuit?”


  “Are you dense? I said leave.”


  I snapped my fingers. “Wait! I got it! You were in that movie, Anal Boys Gone Wild! Man, the way you serviced that entire soccer team—I’m surprised you could still stand up afterward.”


  Face reddening, the hulk looked at me for the first time. He pulled back one side of his jacket and flashed me the gun in his shoulder holster. “I’m giving you one last chance.”


  “Wow,” I said. “That’s a big gun. But mine’s bigger.” In one blindingly fast move, I tugged the .44 out of my shoulder holster and pressed the barrel into the man’s crotch.


  He gave a startled snort.


  “Here’s the thing, Godzilla. I don’t like big, scary guys breathing down my neck when I’m trying to get laid.” I kept my body close to the behemoth’s, shielding my Magnum from the other patrons. Then I snaked my free hand up the man’s admittedly ripped stomach and tugged out his gun, shoving it into my pocket. “Now I’ve got two guns, and you don’t have any. So unless you want to go back to your boss and tell him you fucked up a simple job like this, how about you answer a few questions for me? Then maybe I’ll give you your weapon back.”


  “You working for her? Is that it?”


  “I have the guns. If you had the guns, you could ask the questions. Who’s your boss?”


  “You going to shoot me? Right here in the middle of this tavern?” He gave me a weak attempt at a grin.


  I cocked the Magnum and stared the guy dead in the eyes. “Yes, I am.”


  Though on the outside I may appear lovable and harmless, he must have seen something in me to know I spoke the truth. His face blanched. “I hope you ain’t doing it for her.”


  “I’m doing it for the vague promise of a blowjob.”


  The thug pointed his chin at the bar. “Whatever she promised, she’s not sticking around for you to collect.”


  I didn’t turn around to check. “Did she at least order the tequilas?”


  “Doesn’t look like it.”


  “Shit. Can’t catch a break today. But I still would like an answer to my question. Who do you work for?”


  “Sal Dovolanni. You recognize the name, shithead?”


  I did. Anyone who knew about organized crime in Chicago knew the Dovolanni family. “How is old Sal these days? Still running underage hookers and selling crack to school kids?


  The guy grunted.


  “So… lemme guess. Sal hasn’t recognized the fact that Tangi is no longer interested in pursuing a relationship, and he uses you to scare away prospective boyfriends.”


  “Is that what the skirt told you?”


  “I’m asking you to tell me.”


  “Maybe I don’t want to say nothing.”


  I shoved the barrel of my .44 down the front of his pants, deep enough to tickle his balls. “I bet you liked that show The Sopranos. How’d you like to sing like one?”


  The wise guy cleared his throat. “She and Mr. Dovolanni, they had a… thing.”


  “And now she says it’s over, and Sal has a problem letting go?”


  He shrugged.


  “What’s her story?” I asked. “Failed actress? Escort? Stripper?”


  “She tried to pick Mr. Dovolanni’s pocket. He caught her. Admired her moxie.”


  “First skirt, now moxie? Do you think you’re in a Cagney movie?”


  “Youse got a problem with how I talk?”


  I jiggled the gun. “Just finish the story.”


  “Mr. Dovolanni called it quits, gave her some walk-away money. But the dame wanted more, threatened to tell Mrs. Dovolanni.”


  “And you’re here to persuade the moll not to do that.”


  The bodyguard’s face screwed up. “The moll? Whazzat?”


  I shook my head, then thought back to Tangi’s touchy-feely flirtations. I reached around and slapped my back pocket.


  The little minx pinched my wallet. Son of a bitch.


  “Go to the bar,” I said. “Pay my tab. I’ll leave your gun in the Dumpster alongside the building.”


  “You’re really gonna give me my gun back?”


  “Of course. I’m a working man, just like you are. Can’t begrudge a guy for doing his job.”


  I took two quick steps backward, facing the guy and then hurried the hell out of there..


  Two blocks up the street I ducked into a pawn shop and sold the gun for a hundred bucks. It was a nice gun that should have been worth more, but it was an under-the-table transaction, no paperwork, no serial number search. Then it was another three blocks to my condo, a posh residence that cost slightly more than it would have taken to carpet the place in hundred dollar bills. I studied the doorknob before sticking the key in, then turned it abruptly and went in fast, tugging out my .44 with my free hand.


  Tangi was sitting on the back of my leather sofa, one leg trailing down, the other bent and on the armrest. On the end of her finger swung my Smith and Wesson handcuffs.


  “I found these in your drawer.” She raised an eyebrow. “What exactly is it you do for a living, Harry?”


  I tucked my gun back in my holster and closed the door behind me. “Those are for recreational use. My fur-lined ones are at the cleaners. Need another tequila?”


  “Sure.” Tangi raised her arms, thrust out her chest and stretched. “This is a nice place,” she said as I walked into the kitchen. “You rich, Harry?”


  “I do okay. Did you find anything worth stealing?”


  “Lots of things.”


  “Getting through my front door couldn’t have been easy. When I bought the lock, I was told it was pick-proof.”


  “I didn’t pick it. I bumped it.”


  Bumping was a term used for putting a key into a lock then tapping it in a precise way to align the tumblers. It wasn’t an easy skill to master.


  “I like a woman who can bump,” I said. I poured two splashes of Patron into some rocks glasses and walked back to the sofa.


  Tangi reached for one of the glasses. “I can grind, too.” She smiled wickedly.


  Which, of course, had no effect on me. “So besides stealing men’s wallets and breaking into their condos, what else do you do for fun?”


  She dangled one red pump on her toes. “Shoe shopping.”


  “Did Sal Dovolanni take you shoe shopping?”


  Her lips tightened for a second before her teasing smile returned. “Sal was good for a lot of things. Unfortunately I grew a little tired of those things, and he doesn’t take no for an answer.”


  “Doesn’t take blackmail very well, either.”


  She blinked. Recovering quickly from being called out, she leaned forward, resting an elbow on one knee and giving me a good view down her shirt. “Okay, that was a mistake. I shouldn’t have done that. But now all I want is for him to leave me alone.”


  “If you want me to get Sal off your back, I can do that. But there’s a price.”


  “Let me guess. You want to get on my back instead?” Another wicked grin.


  “It crossed my mind.”


  She gave a little nod, sat up straight and threw back her liquor. “So how are you going to do it?”


  I took a step closer. “I was thinking doggy style first, then me on top…”


  “I was talking about Sal.”


  “So was I.”


  She let out a laugh. “Really, how are you going to get him to back off?”


  I snarled and drained my tequila. Then I wrapped my hand around the cuffs Tangi still dangled and tugged her off the back of the sofa and onto the seat beside me. “I’m going to make him an offer he can’t refuse. Now this is the part where you seduce me in order to seal the deal.”


  “How do I know we have a deal? Sal isn’t some street punk. How do I know you can do what you say?”


  I leaned in, my lips brushing her neck. “Hmm?”


  “Come on, Harry. You’ve got to give me something.”


  “I’m just about to.” I played my fingers up her shirt, caressing her spine.


  “Harry…”


  “Can’t answer. Blood rushing from my head to my erection.”


  Moving my lips along her jaw, they eventually found hers and silenced Tangi’s next protest. She pushed her hand against my chest, a token bit of resistance, and then she melted like a candy bar on a hot skillet, though God knows why anyone would put a candy bar on a hot skillet. I mean, that’s just stupid. Ruins both the candy bar, and the skillet.


  We fell backward onto the couch, and I managed to get her shirt open, my fly down, and both shoes off within a few seconds. Then the Love Machine got into gear.


  The secret to fully satisfying a woman is patience, self-control, and a solid knowledge of female anatomy.


  Since I lacked all of these things, I just went for the quickie. Two minutes later, I was zipping up and pouring two more drinks.


  “Wow. I didn’t even need to take my underwear off,” Tangi said, pulling her blouse closed and fastening a couple of buttons.


  “I want my wallet back,” I said. I handed her another tequila.


  She took it and downed it in one gulp. “You’re still going to help me?”


  “Help who?”


  Her eyebrows creased. “With Sal, Harry. You said—”


  “I’m just messing with you, babe. I’ll help out with Sal. It’s what I’m good at.”


  “I hope so. Because you aren’t good at—”


  “Easy, there, sugar. Now I gotta ask you a personal question. Do you mind if we get personal?”


  “Didn’t we already get personal? At least, I think we did. It was all over so fast…”


  “Tell me. What kind of lover is Sal?”


  “He’s terrible. Like you.”


  “Excellent. Have you ever posed nude for him? Did he take pictures?”


  “And risk his wife finding them? Not a chance. What are you getting at?”


  “Sal’s an older guy. How’s his eyesight?”


  “His glasses are thicker than your—”


  “Perfect. Now I need you to take off your clothes and step into my studio. We’re going to do a little photo shoot.”


  “You’re kidding.” She frowned. “No, you wouldn’t be, would you?”


  “Trust me, babe. By noon tomorrow, you’ll never have to worry about Sal again. Now let’s go get my Nikon and make some magic.”


  Sal Dovolanni lived in a ritzy part of Lincoln Park. As far as mobsters went, Sal was strictly middle-of-the-road. Some drugs, some whores, some gambling, but none of the majorly important shit that those higher up in the Outfit did. That didn’t mean Sal wasn’t dangerous. But it did mean he’d probably be home when I came calling.


  The bruiser from the bar opened the door. “You? Where’s my gun, you piece of shit?”


  “It was stolen. Believe it or not, there’s a criminal element in this city. Now be a good little lackey and tell your boss I want to see him. It’s about the moll.”


  “The who?”


  “The skirt. The dame. The broad. I’ve got information that Mr. Dovolanni will be interested in.”


  “What is it, Tony?” Dovolanni’s voice crackled from the intercom embedded in the wall.


  “Tony?” I smirked. “Of course your name is Tony. How are Guido and Vinni and the rest of the boys doing?”


  The bodyguard growled at me, then hit the intercom button and called back to his boss. “It’s Tangi’s boy from yesterday, Mr. Dovolanni. Says he wants to talk to you.”


  “Show the clown in.”


  Tony looked like he’d rather crap in a bowl and eat it. Heaving a sigh, he held out his hand, palm up. “Your turn to give me your gun, shithead. Sure hope there’s no crime wave while you’re in talking to the boss.”


  I opened my coat, showing him my empty holster. “Son of a bitch! Someone stole it already!”


  Tony stepped toward me. “You won’t mind, then, if I make sure of that.”


  I held out my arms to the side. “Have at it, you sexy thing.”


  Tony gave me a pat-down thorough enough to make a TSA agent blush, only finding the envelope I had tucked into my breast pocket. He tugged it out and held it up. “What’s this?”


  “Not a gun. They don’t make them that thin. You’re not worried I’m going to give your boss a paper cut, are you?”


  Another growl. I snatched the envelope from him, and he motioned for me to follow.


  “The mobster biz must be good,” I said, noting the expensive furnishings. Terrazzo floors. Crystal chandeliers. In the hallway, we passed a painted portrait of a dour-looking fellow with short, curly hair.


  “That Mr. Dovolanni?”


  “That’s Mrs. Dovolanni.”


  “And he strays? I’m shocked. Handsome woman like that.”


  Tony’s lips took on a little spasm, maybe suppressing a smile. He led me to a parlor, opened the wooden door and stood to the side.


  I entered a typical mobster man cave. Thick carpet. Flocked wallpaper. Fully stocked bar. Leather and brass furniture. Framed photos of Sinatra and Dino. Sal Dovolanni sat behind an impressive oak desk, smoking a cigar.


  Sal was smoking it, not the desk.


  Half the size of his bodyguard, Sal Dovolanni was proof that not all Italian mothers knew how to cook. Judging from his gaunt cheeks and skinny chicken neck, he’d gone his whole life without a good meal. The sturdiest thing about him was his nose. Good thing, since he needed it to hold up those glasses.


  At least he was prettier than his wife.


  “So I heard my little klepto pinched your wallet.” He guffawed, a wet, rumbling thing that bespoke a lung cancer future. “You come here to try and get your money back?”


  Tony joined in the laughter.


  “Way to suck up,” I told Tony. “Now run along and let the grown-ups talk.”


  “I think I’ll stay right here.” Tony widened his stance and clasped his hands in front of him.


  I gave him my back. “I’ve got a proposition for you, Mr. Dolovanni.” I went with his surname because jackasses like this liked to be shown respect.


  “Yeah? And what might that be?”


  “My name is Harry McGlade. I’m a private investigator. I’d like to help you make a problem go away. And it’s a bigger problem than you might have assumed. Can I approach your large and intimidating desk? I need to show you something.”


  Sal nodded.


  I held out the envelope. With a flick of my wrist, I tossed it onto his desk.


  He squinted down at it. “What’s this?”


  “It’s an envelope. People use them for mailing documents. But it’s what’s inside that you’ll care about.”


  Sal grunted. He took a silver letter opener from his desk drawer and slit the edge. Some photos spilled out. He picked one up. I suppressed a grin as his jaw went slack, and then he began to cough so badly his glasses fell off.


  Tony craned his neck, as if trying to sneak a look from across the room.


  “You want to do this in front of the hired help or privately?” I asked.


  “Tony,” Sal wheezed. “Excuse us for a moment.”


  “Mr. Dovolanni…”


  “Get out!”


  Tony shrugged and slunk out of the room.


  “Where did you get these?” Sal demanded, grimacing at the pics.


  “I took them last night. People are so helpless while they’re asleep.”


  Sal dropped the photos on his desk and thumped them with a fist. “I’ll kill the bitch. I’ll kill her.”


  “Technically, you’ll kill him,” I said, pointing to the penis I Photoshopped between Tangi’s legs. I’d gotten the idea from our chat in the bar, when I’d asked her if she was transsexual. Nothing like a bit of homophobia to knock a wise guy down a few pegs.


  He began to shake with rage. “She… HE… didn’t have this… THING… when we…”


  “Are you sure, Sal? Did you look closely enough? Or do you take your glasses off before doing the deed?”


  “But… I…”


  “Don’t feel bad. I was fooled, too. The medical term for it is chicks with dicks. But it’s okay. One little payoff, and I’ll make sure this goes away. Forever.”


  The old guy’s face was starting to take on a vivid shade of pink. “I’ll make it go away forever. I’ll send my boys to her—his—place and—”


  “Bad idea. You’ve been seen in public together. Once the body is found, there will be an autopsy, and the truth will get out—that when you were bumping uglies, you were really sword fighting.”


  “They won’t find Tangi’s body.”


  “Think it through, Sal. You send a couple of men to whack her, and you don’t think they’ll have a peek at her goodies? Then they’ll know. A much easier solution is five thousand bucks, and it all goes away. Tangi gets her operation, becomes a full-fledged woman, and never bothers you again.”


  “She… he… tried to blackmail me. Threatened to tell my wife.”


  I resisted the urge to ask if his wife had a johnson of her own. From her looks, I wouldn’t disregard it.


  “That’s why I’m giving you the photos. Tangi wants to become an actress. Dreams of being in the movies opposite DeNiro,” I added, noting a framed photo of him on the wall. “She doesn’t want anyone to know she was once a guy, because it would mess up her future career. As long as you don’t say anything, she won’t say anything.”


  I watched him mull it over, hoping it appealed to his inner-bastard. Guys who didn’t trust anyone liked deals where they had some leverage.


  “Five thousand?” he said, softly.


  I smiled. “And you’ll never hear from her, or me, again.”


  I rolled off Tangi, sweaty and exhausted. Since her blunt criticism of my lovemaking skills, I’d done a lot of research on pleasuring a woman and had learned a great deal.


  I planned to put that new found knowledge to use next time she was awake.


  As she snored softly in my bed, I walked naked to my computer and printed up an invoice. Naturally, I didn’t tell her about the five grand Sal gave me. I also didn’t tell her that my private detective rate was $200 an hour. I slipped the bill into her purse, then woke her up and told her it was time to go. She left without taking the three dollars I offered for bus fare.


  Incredibly, Tangi never paid me for my services. I didn’t hear one word from her for almost seven months. If I’d been a thoughtful person, perhaps I would have wondered if old Sal reneged on his word and whacked her.


  But the fact was, I didn’t give her a second thought until I came home from work one day in the spring and found her breaking-and-entering ass sitting on my couch. Besides the dour expression she wore, she looked pretty good. Packed on a few pounds, though.


  Check that. Make it more than a few.


  “Couldn’t stay away, huh babe? Want me to toss you one for old times?”


  “Harry, we need to talk.”


  “About what? The weight you’ve gained? Looks like you’ve been in an extended three-way with Ben and Jerry. But I have to admit, your tits look great.”


  She hefted herself onto her feet. “I’m pregnant, you asshole.”


  I looked her up and down. Yeah, I supposed that could explain it.


  “You’re right. Preggo sex is gross. So… just a blowjob then?”


  “It’s yours, Harry.” She patted her protruding belly. “The kid is yours.”


  And for the first time in my entire life, I had nothing flippant to say.


  “Well, aren’t you going to say anything?”


  I took a deep breath and chose my words carefully. “How the hell could you let this happen, you moron?”


  “Me?” Her eyes bugged out nearly as much as her waist. “You’re half responsible, you selfish, unbelievable asshole.”


  “Weren’t you on anything? The pill? One of those sperm-killing sponges?”


  Tangi slapped her hands to her hips and gave me a stare a smart man would consider intimidating.


  Too bad she was dealing with me.


  “Why is birth control the woman’s responsibility?” she asked. “Why didn’t you wear a condom?”


  “Because everyone knows the birth control properties of condoms are an urban legend spread by feminists who don’t want men to ever be happy.” I walked over to my coat closet and pulled the door open.


  “Where the hell are you going?” Tangi demanded.


  “I’m looking for a coat hanger. I saw a video on YouTube how to fix this.”


  “I’m almost eight months pregnant, Harry.”


  “You’re right. What the hell was I thinking? I’ll need something bigger than a coat hanger.”


  I shut the closet door and turned back to face her. She was still pregnant.


  Damn.


  “I’m having this baby, Harry. We’re having the baby.”


  “No, you’re having it. I don’t have anything growing inside my body, making me look like the Buddha.”


  Tangi cradled her belly, and, son of a bitch, her lower lip began to tremble.


  Careful, McGlade. She’s a pickpocket and a thief and a liar. Don’t fall for her tricks.


  “I get it,” I said. “You want money. I’m a stand-up guy. I’ll pay for half the medical bills. But I get half the cash when we sell the kid on the black market.”


  “I’m not selling this baby. I’m keeping it.”


  “We could make a lot of dough, if it’s healthy. Is it healthy? Did you get one of those tests done to see if it’s a retard or has eleven toes? Or has one of those big waterheads? You can’t sell those waterhead babies. You can’t even give them away.”


  “Harry…”


  “Maybe they could drain the head at the hospital. Stick a little faucet in it or something.”


  “Harry… goddamnit…”And then the tears came. Waves of tears, followed by full body sobs.


  Being a sensitive guy, I left her alone until she finished. I went into the kitchen and made a sandwich, but in my irritated state, I went too heavy on the mustard, and it seared through my sinuses on the first bite. I ate it anyway. It was expensive mustard, and I didn’t want to waste it.


  After a few minutes, Tangi called to me. “Harry?”


  “I’m in the kitchen, eating a sandwich,” I answered, mouth full. “There’s none left so you can’t have any.”


  “Harry,” her voice wavered. “We really need to talk about this.”


  “Nothing to talk about. I’m not Jesus. I can’t multiply one sandwich into two.”


  She stopped in the arched doorway leading into the kitchen and peered at me with reddened eyes. “The baby, Harry. We need to talk about the baby.”


  “I’m listening,” I said, though it was tough to hear above the crunch of sourdough bread.


  She stroked her belly. “I can’t have this baby alone.”


  “You won’t be alone. There will be a doctor in there with you, probably some nurses.”


  She didn’t say anything. After a moment, she padded out of there.


  I opened the refrigerator and made myself a second sandwich, this one without so much mustard. I took a big bite and wandered back into the living room.


  Tangi was gone.


  During the next twenty-four hours, I thought a lot about what I’d done wrong. I should have followed the “less is more” rule, and gone easy on the mustard. If you slather too much on, it just overpowers everything.


  I also thought about Tangi for a little bit.


  If there were two people any less suited to having a child, I couldn’t name them. She was a criminal who knew how to bump locks and pick pockets. I was an aging, rich bachelor who didn’t want to get tied down. At least, not to a family. I didn’t mind the occasional kinky stuff.


  Having a child wasn’t on my list of things to do before I died. A kid would seriously cramp my style. I wouldn’t even make a good weekend father, because my weekends were spent doing something very important to me: sleeping in then drinking beer.


  I certainly couldn’t see having any kind of relationship with Tangi. Not when she gave up the punani so quickly. I mean, jeez, easy much?


  Like any new expectant father, I played the “can I murder her and get away with it” scenario in my head for a few minutes, smiling at a few of my more outrageous ideas, like feeding her to wild pigs. (Seriously, Thomas Harris, did you have to go there with Hannibal?)


  But much as I enjoyed imagining it, murder probably wasn’t very likely.


  Needing another perspective on this, I decided to give my sister a call. I used a computer scrambler that ghosted my phone number, because Sis tended not to pick up when she knew the call was from me. I never could figure out why.


  “This is Jack Daniels.”


  “Jackie! It’s Harry! How’s things?”


  Her groan rattled my ear drum. “My back hurts, my feet are swollen, and if I don’t get this kid out of me soon, I’m going to eat my gun.”


  Jack also happened to be pregnant.


  “Yeah, that’s great,” I said. “But I got a problem and I want your advice.”


  “Do you have any chocolate?”


  “What?”


  “Phin isn’t answering his cell, and I’m too fat to fit behind the wheel of my car. I need chocolate.”


  I swear I could hear her drool. “I’m in the city, Sis. You’re in the suburbs. How am I supposed to…”


  “I’m hanging up. And I hate it when you call me Sis.”


  Christ, were all pregnant women this psycho? Why weren’t they clearly marked with warning labels, like poison or high voltage lines?


  “Hold on, let me think.” I rubbed my forehead. “There’s a drug store down the street from you.”


  “I’m not going down the street. I’m so fat I don’t think I can even fit through the door. I split a pair of stretch pants. Do you know how fat you have to be to split stretch pants?”


  “I’ll call the store, ask them to deliver some chocolate to you.”


  “Drugstores don’t deliver.”


  “I’ll be persuasive.”


  “Do it. When I get the chocolate, I’ll call you back.”


  “Wait, I—”


  She hung up.


  I had to use a combination of my charming personality and good, old-fashioned bribery to get the drugstore to deliver Jack some sugary goodness. Five Snickers bars cost me a hundred bucks. Fucking incredible. For that kind of money, they had better be filled with gold nuggets and cocaine.


  When Jack called me back, her mouth was full. “Thabths.”


  I assumed that was chocolate-speak for thanks.


  I folded myself into my leather couch. “I got a problem, Jack. I knocked someone up.”


  “Poor thing. I feel for her.”


  “Think about me.”


  “I am. That’s why I feel for her.”


  “She wants to have it. And she wants me to be involved.”


  “And you, since you’re you, want to continue with your solitary, selfish ways, being a blight on society and not doing a single good thing for anyone other than yourself.”


  “I love it that you understand me so well.”


  “How far along is she?”


  I had to think for a moment. “I don’t know. She looks about fifteen months. She’s so big, she has her own gravitational pull.”


  “You need to man up, McGlade.”


  I frowned. “That’s your advice? Man up?”


  “I gotta go. Phin just came home, and I’m so horny I could scream. Call me next month, lemme know how things turned out.”


  She hung up the phone.


  I didn’t know where Tangi lived. I didn’t even know her last name. But I was a private investigator, and it only took me three days of round-the-clock searching before I realized I still had her number on my cell.


  “What do you want, asshole?”


  “It’s me. Harry.”


  “I know who it is.”


  “I’ve been… thinking… about our situation.”


  I could practically hear Tangi roll her eyes. “I’ll bet.”


  “I’m ready to claim maybe a tiny bit of the responsibility for this. Assuming it’s mine.”


  “It’s definitely yours. I had a dry spell for two months before you, because Sal’s goons kept chasing men away. And after you, I decided to become a lesbian.”


  “Really? That’s hot.”


  “Why did you call, McGlade?”


  I took a deep breath and let it out slow. “I want to be a part of this and support any decision you make.”


  There was a long pause, and part of me hoped she had hung up.


  But, strangely, another part of me didn’t.


  “I have an OBGYN appointment today at the Farmview center, on Monroe. Two p.m.”


  “Okay. Maybe we can meet sometime afterward.”


  “Not afterward, you callous shithead. Meet me there.”


  “You want me at the doctor’s office?”


  “Yes.”


  “At the same time you’re there?”


  “Yes.”


  “Will I have to look at your enormous, naked body?”


  Tangi hung up.


  I didn’t like doctors. They always wanted to take something from you, like blood or a kidney, or stick something in you, like a probe or a needle.


  As I walked into the waiting room, apprehension crouched on my shoulders and decided to hang out there. Six chairs were all very filled with very pregnant women, many of them appearing ready to pop. It sort of reminded me of the Alps. Never before had I been in a room full of women and been so unaroused.


  I did a quick scan of the fatties, didn’t notice Tangi, and then turned around to leave just as she was walking in.


  “Hey, babe. You’re looking… uh… pregnant.”


  “So you showed up. I didn’t think you would.”


  “Yep. Here I am. So you want me to just write you a check, then meet you afterward?”


  I noticed all the preggos were listening to us while pretending not to.


  “You’re going in,” Tangi said. “With me.”


  “And we’re sure this kid is mine? No offense, but you jumped me so fast I felt like just one more guy in the queue. I was surprised you didn’t have one of those deli ticket number dispensers strapped to your back.”


  One of the women seated around us made a sound somewhere between a grunt and a huff.


  Tangi rolled her eyes. “I’m sure the baby is yours, Harry.”


  “Isn’t there some sort of blood test to confirm this?”


  “We can do all the blood tests you pay for. But you’re going in there with me today.” Tangi waddled off to check in with the receptionist.


  I leaned over and whispered to the beluga whale sitting nearest to me, “I think she did this to trap me into marriage.”


  “I doubt that’s the case,” the woman said.


  I appraised her. She was big enough to make good money selling shade at the beach.


  “Jesus. How many kids you got in there? Twenty?”


  “The Lord has blessed me with twins.”


  “The Lord? He’s the one who shagged you?”


  She gave me a look that was anything but holy, and then Tangi returned.


  “I have to go pee in a cup. You’d better still be here when I get back.”


  “Sure. Of course, babe. I’ll be right here. Scout’s honor.”


  Tangi disappeared into the office, and I tripped over myself bolting for the exit.


  “Not a good idea.”


  I stopped. Yet another fatty was butting into my personal business. “Excuse me?”


  “You leave right now, that woman will never speak to you again. And if that is your kid, you’re going to find that someday down the line, you’ll wish you hadn’t screwed this up.”


  I wanted to argue. But the way she stared at me, with those big, pregnant eyes, I knew this wise fat woman was right. Rather than flee, I found myself plopping down in the seat next to her.


  “So what’s your story?” I asked. “This another Virgin Birth like the nut job over there?”


  The woman showed me the magazine she was reading. Modern Parenthood. The lead story, in block letters over some drooling baby’s grinning face, was “The Importance of Daddy.”


  “Children in two-parent households have many more advantages than those of single parents. They wind up forming better social relationships in life, making more money in their careers, living longer, and actually being happier. Let me take a shot—you didn’t grow up with both parents in the picture, did you?”


  I was an orphan. I didn’t grow up with any parents in the picture. I only found out Jack was my long-lost sister relatively recently. “What if the child is raised by a single, loving mother, and the single-loving father never visits but sends a buttload of money? Enough to pay for a nanny or a butler or some kind of cool baby-raising robot?”


  The wizened preggo gave me a look. “I don’t think that’s the same thing. Do you?”


  “What about you? I don’t see your guy sitting here and holding your hand while—”


  A guy walked in, sat next to the woman, and held her hand. “Just parked, honey. You check in already?”


  She nodded, turning away from me. I mulled over the fatty’s questions, but Tangi walked back into the waiting room with a nurse at her side before I could come up with any answers. “We can go in.”


  Feeling a little like I was on my way to the gallows, I tagged behind them, weaving through a carpeted hallway, and winding up in a room with some Star Trekish machines tucked into the corners. It smelled like antiseptic and baby powder. Tangi selfishly took the only stool, leaving me the padded table with the stirrups. I elected to stand.


  “So… how’s life?” I asked, mostly to break the uncomfortable silence.


  “Every morning I throw up for twenty minutes, all the while cursing the day I met you. I have to sleep sitting up, and I pee my pants when I sneeze. How the fuck do you think my life is?”


  I really needed to start using condoms.


  I spent a few minutes playing with my cuticles, and then the doctor came in. She was short, thin, Indian. The 7-11 owner kind, not the casino owner kind.


  “Hello, Tangi! How are you?” She had a high-pitched, musical voice, and the smile on her face seemed genuine. The smile fell away when she noticed me. “Is this the one who did this to you?”


  “Yeah. That’s Harry McGlade.”


  She gave me a curt nod. “Hello, Mr. McGlade. I’m Doctor Patel.”


  “I notice that every other Indian I meet is named Patel. Is it because there are so many of you in India that you ran out of names? Or did Grandpappy Patel really get around, if you know what I mean? By that, I mean he pumped a lot of poon.”


  “You are right,” Dr. Patel said to Tangi. “He is an asshole.”


  Dr. Patel showed me her back and began asking Tangi rapid-fire questions about her health. After listening to her heartbeat and checking her temperature and blood pressure, the doctor motioned to the scale along the wall. “Now why don’t we see how much you’ve gained?”


  “Is this the only scale you’ve got?” I asked. “I can grab one from another exam room, and we can push them together, one foot on each.”


  A frown from Dr. Patel. “Mr. McGlade, if you’re having difficulty showing sympathy, I can give you a shot so your testicles swell up to the size of pumpkins.”


  “That would make it tough to find pants.”


  “Then perhaps you should restrict your comments to supportive ones.”


  Tangi heaved herself off the stool. She waddled over to the scale and stepped on board. The level clanked to one side. Doc Patel slid weight after weight. Finally it evened off.


  “About a pound in the last week. That makes for a thirty-four pound gain. Excellent.”


  Excellent wasn’t the word I’d use, unless the kid was going to be born weighing thirty-four pounds. But I managed to keep quiet.


  “Now please hop up onto the table and we’ll check your cervix. No, not you, Mr. McGlade.”


  The doctor handed Tangi a gown that looked as if it was made of paper. Then she pulled a curtain, partitioning off the room. Tangi shimmied out of her sweats and—good lord—gigantic granny panties, which was the unsexiest thing I’d ever seen. At least it was until she got up on the table and put her feet in the stirrups. I never imagined a naked woman in that position could look so… clinical. It was the first vagina I ever looked away from.


  The doctor pulled back the curtain and rejoined us. She hunkered down between Tangi’s thighs and stuck a medieval-looking metal device up her hoo-ha. “No dilation yet. Have you had any Braxton Hicks contractions?”


  “No.”


  “I’m going to do a swab for fetal fibronectin, to check for preterm labor.”


  “And I’m going to the men’s room, to check to make sure my penis hasn’t shrunk so small it’s now gone.”


  “How would you know the difference?” Tangi asked.


  She and Dr. Patel chuckled. However, I wasn’t entirely joking. I did a quick pat down to make sure I was still all there.


  “Have you both decided yet on the sex?” Dr. Patel asked.


  “Yeah,” I said. “And it was the wrong-ass decision. I may never have sex again.”


  “The sex of the baby, Mr. McGlade. Would you like to know if it is a boy or a girl?”


  The question pinned me there, and I wasn’t sure how to react. A moment ago, less than a moment ago, this baby was just a thing, a nameless, faceless problem that I didn’t want to deal with. But giving it a sex meant thinking about names, and thinking about names meant thinking about bigger things, like saving up for the right college.


  “Uh… um… ah…”


  “What do you want to do, Harry?” Tangi asked.


  “Why don’t we wait until the kid is a teenager.”


  “I think we should find out.”


  The doctor slipped the speculum out of Tangi, which looked about as sexy as it sounds. “You can put your legs down.”


  I raised my hand. “I’ll second that.”


  Tangi took her feet out of the stirrups, and the doctor slid them into the table. Then she walked to one of the scary-looking machines and wheeled it over. After pulling up Tangi’s gown yet again, she grabbed a tube of something from a nearby cupboard. “This might feel a little cold.” She slathered jelly all over the beach ball that was Tangi’s stomach.


  I watched, intrigued, as Dr. Patel moved a handheld whatchamacallit across Tangi’s abdomen. She pointed to the machine’s monitor.


  I was shocked how clear the child’s features were. “Holy shit! That’s the face.”


  “Looks like a little smile there, too,” Dr. Patel said.


  Tangi’s hand somehow found mine. I squeezed it back.


  The doctor moved the camera around, down the child’s body. “And there are the baby’s shoulders. And there are his hands. And—”


  “Oh my God,” I said. “He’s a porn star.”


  “That’s the leg, Mr. McGlade. But right there…” Dr. Patel adjusted a knob on the monitor. “That’s his penis.”


  “It’s so small,” I said.


  “That’s your son, all right,” Tangi said. She gripped my hand tighter.


  “So… we’re having a boy?” My voice cracked a little.


  Dr. Patel moved the camera again, and then asked, “Would you like to hear his heartbeat?”


  A sound came on, a rapid WHOOSHTAPWHOOSHTAPWHOOSHTAP, so fast the beats all ran together.


  “You hear that?” Tangi said. “That’s Harry McGlade Jr.”


  And for the second time in my life, I had nothing flippant to say.


  I left the doctor’s office with mixed feelings. Overwhelmed, by the responsibility I now had. Exhilarated, by the thought of actually being a father. Relieved, because I didn’t have some parasite growing inside my gut.


  Tangi gave me a mean elbow in the ribs as we stepped out onto the sidewalk. “Next time we visit Dr. Patel, could you try your best to be less of an asshole?”


  Add annoyed to the list, because out of all the women I could have knocked up, it had to be this piece of work.


  “Are you going to act this way around our kid?” I said. “All ball-busting and bitchy?”


  Her eyes became burning lasers. “You’re worried about my parenting skills? Seriously? You’re the most irresponsible man I’ve ever met.”


  I folded my arms. “You dated a mobster and a killer.”


  “He was a responsible mobster, and was very selective in the people he killed.”


  “You can’t possibly think that some jackass wise guy would make a more responsible father than—”


  I was so distracted by Tangi’s idiotic prattling, I didn’t notice the black sedan speeding toward us until I heard the tires squeal. The front end hopped the curb. It skidded to a stop a few feet in front of us on the sidewalk. I pushed Tangi behind me and reflexively reached for my Magnum. Just as my hand slapped leather, I saw the shotgun sticking out of the passenger side window.


  “In the car,” Tony said. “Both of youse.”


  Tangi made a whimpering sound.


  “Hi, Tony,” I said, raising my hands. “You going to shoot us? Right in the middle of the street?”


  He looked me dead in the eye. “Yes. I am.”


  I could accept that. But I couldn’t accept getting into the car with him. I’ve done a lot of stupid things in my life, like betting $25,000 on midget wrestling and having sex with Tangi. But I wasn’t stupid enough to get into a car with a mobster, just so he could take me someplace private and spend a nice, long weekend torturing me to death.


  “Run,” I told Tangi, shoving her away—


  —right into the arms of the two smartly-dressed wise guys who had snuck up beside us on foot.


  Oops.


  Now I did reach for my gun, but the nearer and larger of the two hit me with a right cross that sent stars circling my head like something from a damn cartoon. Except there was no funny music in the background, and the side of my head didn’t take on any humorous shapes, at least not that I could tell.


  I stumbled back and fell on my ass, catching the thug’s foot in my face, which hurt like getting kicked in the face. Somewhere among the clanging in my head, I heard Tangi scream. I finally managed to liberate my gun, and while debating which one of the nine blurry guys to shoot, the other nine blurry guys hustled nine Tangis into nine sedans. The other nine followed those first eighteen inside before my math deficiencies caught up with me. Finally the nine cars drove away, leaving me on the sidewalk alone, possibly with a concussion.


  Or nine.


  I sat there for a few minutes, waiting for the little birds to stop circling. Of course they didn’t, because they were city pigeons and no amount of shooing can ever make them go away. I had to wonder why they had taken Tangi and not me. After both a fist and a boot to the face, I wasn’t my usual lethal self, yet they’d left me littering the sidewalk like a giant candy wrapper that looked exactly like me. Sure I had a big gun. I also had a .44. But I was in no shape to use either.


  Unless they assumed I wouldn’t follow them.


  I thought about that for a minute. If I just left things alone and walked away, Sal would no doubt take his revenge out on her (responsibly, of course), and I would no longer have to worry about turning my home office into a nursery or bribing the University of Illinois to overlook Harry Jr.’s failing grades.


  A normal guy would examine his conscience when deciding whether or not to leave his unborn child and the tyke’s nasty shrew of a mother to a terrible, mobster-induced fate. Since I don’t have a conscience, I did the next best thing.


  “Jack,” I said into my cell phone, talking to my sister’s answering machine. “It’s Harry. Pick up.”


  She didn’t.


  “I’m nearby and I’ve got a box of chocolate Zingers.”


  “How close are you?” Jack said, slightly breathless.


  “I need your help. Sal Dovolanni just kidnapped the mother of my kid.”


  “So call the police. But first, drop off those Zingers.”


  “He’s going to kill her, Jack.”


  “So what are you thinking? That you’re just going to march in there alone and rescue her?”


  “Actually…” I let my voice trail off.


  “Oh. You’re thinking of not doing a damn thing. Christ, McGlade, you’re a jerk.”


  “Well, yeah. But it would sort of eliminate a lot of my problems at once. Does that make me a bad person?”


  “You’re already a bad person. That would make you a monster. If you don’t call the police, I will. Wait… did you say this was Sal Dovolanni?”


  “Yeah.”


  “He lives in the thirteenth district.”


  “So?”


  “I’m not plugged into the gossip mill anymore, but blue rumor has it he owns some cops in that district.”


  “So I could call, and they wouldn’t do anything. Would that let me off the hook?” Maybe I was over-thinking this.


  “We need to save her,” Jack said.


  “We?”


  “Pregnant women have to support each other.”


  “Don’t you have special bras for that? And those ugly belts that hold up your Buddha bellies?”


  “That’s what I mean. We can’t count on assholes like you.”


  I considered it. “Maybe Sal won’t kill her. Maybe he’ll just disfigure her with acid or cut off her feet.”


  “I’ll call Phin. We’ll meet you at Dovolanni’s place in half an hour.”


  “Jack, I…”


  “You can thank me later. And you’d better have those goddamn Zingers with you.”


  She hung up.


  By the time I caught up to Jack in the parking lot behind Sal Dovolanni’s house, it was getting close to rush hour.


  “Where are they?” Jack’s eyes were narrowed to slits, and she couldn’t have looked more dangerous if she’d pulled her gun.


  “Where are who? The wise guys?”


  “The Zingers, you jerk.”


  I had the feeling I’d forgotten something.


  Besides the look of soul-searing anger, Jack also wore a designer knee-length coat large enough to fit several women at once. Within its spacious confines, it looked like she had a wildebeest tucked into her belt.


  “Sis, you are huge.”


  Jack tugged a .38 from her purse. “Do not fuck with me. I’m hormonal, and I’m armed.”


  “Glowing too, I see. Pregnancy suits you.”


  She finally lowered her gun, and I remembered how to breathe normally. “Phin on his way?” I asked.


  “Should be here soon. I asked him to stop for mustard and vinegar.”


  “What for? Some kind of chemical bomb?”


  “No. I’ve got a mean craving for mustard and vinegar.”


  “On what?”


  “Straight out of the containers.”


  “Seriously? That’s… disgusting.” And I liked me some mustard.


  “Take it up with the baby.”


  Then I heard it. It pierced the winter air, drawing our attention: a shrill female scream coming from Sal’s house. Although I’d never heard Tangi scream before, or even moan for that matter, I knew it was her.


  “If I were still a cop,” Jack said, “that would be probable cause for breaking the door down.”


  “It’s too dangerous,” I said.


  Jack made a face. “Pregnant or not, I can take care of myself, McGlade.”


  “I meant too dangerous for me.” I turned and started walking back to my car. “When you rescue Tangi, tell her I won’t make the next doctor’s visit because I’ve left the country. Forever.”


  Another scream, this one even louder.


  Despite every fiber of my being telling me to keep going, my feet faltered. Damn. I obviously needed new shoes.


  “So, you coming?” Jack called.


  I shut my eyes. All my problems would be solved. All I had to do was be myself. Take a few more steps. Not look back.


  I looked back.


  “Come on.” Jack held her .38 in both hands and started waddling for the rear of the wrought iron fence surrounding Dovolanni’s house.


  It didn’t take half as much time as I’d hoped for me to catch up. “The gate’s locked. I guess we’re out of luck. Well, we tried our best.”


  “It’s okay. I’ve got a key.” Jack leveled the barrel of her .38 on the lock and fired.


  The report cracked through the neighborhood, bouncing off concrete and pavement, echoing down alleys, and making my ears feel like someone had stuck screwdrivers in them.


  Jack nodded at the mangled padlock. “It’s open now.” She tugged the gate open and held her revolver in both hands, having to bend her elbows because her belly got in the way.


  “What about Phin?” I said. “We should wait for him.”


  “No time.”


  Unholstering my .44, I followed her into Sal’s backyard, pausing to admire a topiary in the shape of a woman’s ass. Those wise guys had style.


  The house’s back door flew open and a guy wider than Tony filled the entrance, a shotgun in his mitts. I think I recognized him as one of the nine. Or nine of the eighteen. Or whatever.


  Jack glanced back at me, already in motion. “Go find Tangi.” She waddled up beside shotgun dude in a blur of pregnant speed, popping him in the nose with the butt of her gun, yanking his weapon away from him, and then punching him, full force, in the crotch.


  I winced. Hell hath no fury like a preggo denied Zingers.


  She stepped over his hulking form and led the way into the house. I followed at a safe distance.


  “Really feeling the hormones lately, huh Sis?”


  “If I popped right now, I’d cover the entire Gold Coast with estrogen.”


  “Nice. You should put that in a greeting card.”


  We moved through the kitchen. When we’d reached a hallway leading to the house’s front rooms and had just passed the solemn portrait of Sal’s macho wife, I heard a feminine whimper coming from Sal’s man cave.


  Something happened to me then. I no longer wanted to get the hell out of there. Just the opposite, in fact.


  I certainly didn’t love Tangi. I didn’t even like her. But I couldn’t let anyone hurt the mother of my son.


  My son.


  I’d heard endless stories from parents about all the cute shit their stupid kids did, and I always rolled my eyes and thanked the universe that I would never be forced to endure any of that myself.


  But all of a sudden, I didn’t feel that way anymore. I wanted to endure it. I wanted to watch Harry Jr. being born, and to be the first person he saw when he opened his eyes. I wanted to watch him learn to crawl. I wanted to hear his first words. I wanted to help him grow to become a better man that I’d ever be. I wanted to someday sit down with him, raise my whiskey glass to his and say, “You know what, kid? I’m proud of you. I’m so damn proud of you. And happy fourteenth birthday.”


  Clutching my Magnum tight in my fist, I kicked Sal’s door in, ready to shoot, ready to kill anything or anyone who dared to hurt Tangi WhateverHerLastNameWas and Harry McGlade Jr.


  I burst in just as Tangi screamed again. Screamed long and loud as Sal knelt before her, showing me his naked, flabby ass, her leg up over his shoulder, his mouth on her…


  “Aw… God.”


  “Harry?” Tangi’s eyes focused on mine, coming back from the brink of ecstasy. “What the fuck are you doing?”


  Sal, face glistening, grinned at me like the old idiot he was. “Ha!” he said. “She’s all woman! No dick here!”


  I was disgusted, repulsed, and only a teeny bit aroused.


  Jack put her hand on my shoulder. “This is what we were saving her from? Orgasms?”


  “Women can have orgasms?” I said.


  Tony and five or six other thugs converged on us, but Sal ordered them to stand down.


  “Here’s the deal, Mr. McGlade,” Sal said, wiping off his chin. “I see why you tried to protect Tangi. She’s pregnant with your baby. I understand. That was a noble thing to do. But I love her. And while I’ll allow you visitation rights with your son when he’s born, Tangi is going to marry me, and they’re going to live here.”


  “What about Mrs. Dovolanni?” I asked.


  “My lovely wife. The poor woman choked on a chicken sandwich last month, God rest her soul.”


  All the wise guys made the sign of the cross, Sal included.


  “You’re an asshole,” Jack told me. “This was a complete waste of my time, and I’m fucking starving.”


  She turned and left. I shrugged. “Okay. So we’re… uh… even, I guess?” I said to Sal.


  “Far from it. You owe me the five thousand dollars I told you to give to Tangi.”


  Tangi’s face went from flushed to pissed in a nanosecond. “What? Sal, baby, you gave this idiot five grand?”


  “Well, I’ll leave you two lovebirds alone,” I said, backing out of there. “Tangi, gimme a call when you’re having your next appointment thingy with Dr. Patel.”


  “You son of a bitch! Why didn’t you give me that money?”


  “Gotta run. Stuff to do.”


  We got out of there, fast, and the only thing that saved me from Jack’s wrath was Phin showing up with an entire 7-11’s worth of junk food. It’s hard to bitch with a full mouth.


  A few months later, my son was born.


  And when I held his pink, squirming body in my arms, for the third time in my life I had nothing flippant to say.
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  This is an excerpt from the upcoming spy thriller FLEE by J.A. Konrath and Ann Voss Peterson. It is a continuation of the excerpt found in the ebook Wild Night Is Calling


  I flipped the shotgun, grabbing the grip in the air just as the elevator exploded and the man came charging low out of the stairwell.


  Ears ringing from the grenade, I didn’t hear the next thing Cory said over the phone, nor did I hear the shotgun go off when I pulled the trigger.


  The force tore the weapon from my grasp and tore off much of the stairwell man’s face. I never saw the woman in the elevator, but this one was dressed in blue coveralls and white latex gloves. His dead hand still clenched a semi-auto with a suppressor screwed on.


  Spent gunpowder clogged my throat. I pinched my nose, held my lips closed, and tried to breathe out, forcing my ears to equalize. I still couldn’t hear very well.


  “This connection is terrible,” I said into the phone. “You’re breaking up.”


  My hip buzzed. I startled, whirling around, then remembered my encrypted cell. I dug it out of my panties.


  Now I had no choice. I couldn’t talk to Jacob while listening to Cory’s ransom demands. And Jacob had priority over everything else. I squeezed my eyes shut, hands shaking, and hit the disconnect button on my land line. I’d know in a few seconds how Kauffman suffered for my decision.


  “Is Wanda there?’ Jacob asked. I could barely hear him.


  I’d already used the Milan code phrase, so I used the follow-up. “She’s visiting her cousin in Nebraska. Can I take a message?”


  “Are you out of the building yet? The Carmen Sawyer ID is burned. Word from the Chicago PD is that there are state and federal warrants out on you. I count at least ten squad cars heading toward your apartment. Two of them are pulling up right now.”


  Standard operating procedure. Someone higher-up trumped up some fake charges so the feds and local law enforcement brought me in. But were they trying to save me, or bury me?


  I shook my head. Think. I needed to think. Kauffman first.


  “I need you to triangulate that call made to my home phone. It’s a...” I groped for the word, “friend’s cell. Cory kidnapped him. I also need a DoD backdoor and a direct uplink to an ICU satellite in sync orbit over Chicago.”


  “Opening backdoor…now. Diciassettesimo papa. You don’t have time to mess around with Cory right now, Chandler. Wait…what the hell?” Jacob paused, then said, “How did they find me?”


  My heart rate jumped up an extra twenty beats per minute, and it was already hovering around 130. “Who found you? What’s happening there?”


  “Chandler, they’re blowing the main…”


  The phone went dead. Jacob. I let out a breath. Nothing I could do about it at the moment. I hopped over the corpse, tucked away the cell, and stepped into the hallway. My house handset rang. Cory.


  “It wasn’t my fault,” I said, trying to keep my breathing steady. “This damn phone connection.”


  Kauffman’s voice was faint, and my hearing still hadn’t fully returned, but his words felt as if they were fired into my head with a machine gun.


  “He cut off one of my fingers.”


  Everything I’ve been taught—all of my training, all of my experience—slipped away. For a second, I couldn’t breathe. I shuddered, rooted to the spot, alone and afraid. “Kauffman? Talk to me!”


  Cory came on. “Do your best not to lose the connection again, Carmen. Next time I’m not going to bother with a finger. I’ll take the whole hand. You know I’ll do it. Fuck, I’ll enjoy doing it.”


  Ice, I reminded myself. I was ice. So cool I had antifreeze for blood. I unbunched my jaw, forced back the tears and looked around the stairwell.


  Focus.


  No heat in there, making it at least ten degrees cooler than the hallway. Brick walls, metal stairs, eight steps per flight, two flights between floors. Below, I heard footfalls. At least five sets, coming up in a hurry. “I’ll give you the money. Whatever you want. Just don’t hurt him again.”


  “Listen closely, babe. I’ll only say this once.”


  If that many cops were coming in after me, they must have the exits covered. Getting arrested meant Kauffman would die. No doubt Cory was planning on killing him even if I paid—Cory wasn’t known for leaving survivors. But I couldn’t help Kauffman if I was in custody.


  Assuming whoever set me up would let me live long enough to be taken into custody.


  Down wasn’t an option. So I had to go up.


  “I’m listening,” I said, controlling my breathing. The steps were cold under my feet, and I took them two at a time. I could smell stale beer and vomit, probably courtesy of the college kids from the floor below, and the lemon-scented bleach John the custodian used to clean it up. The footsteps got louder, more numerous. Eight cops…no, nine…coming up fast. I increased my pace.


  “The sidewalk at eight seventy…”


  The phone hissed static at me.


  I’d gone out of range.


  I stopped, went back down a few steps.


  “Please repeat that. I couldn’t hear you.” My voice went up an octave, a little acting but also some real emotion getting out. “Please don’t hurt him again, Cory This fucking phone—”


  “Eight-seventy-five north Michigan Avenue,” he said, irritation in his tone.


  I didn’t want Cory to be irritated. I knew what he was capable of.


  The cops were less than three floors down from me. They’d check my apartment first. But it wouldn’t take long to search, and when they didn’t find me they’d send a team upstairs. Could I kill innocent police officers to save Kauffman?


  “Got it,” I whispered. “Eight-seventy-five north Michigan. What time?”


  “You’ll have the money in a yellow shoulder bag. Wait there for—”


  Static again. I wanted to smash the phone against the wall, but instead crept down five more stairs until his voice returned.


  “—exactly three hours from now. If you go to the police, I’ll kill him.”


  Less than fifteen vertical feet separated me from the police. I could smell the aftershave on one of them—Lagerfeld—and their body heat and movement had raised the stairwell temperature two or three degrees.


  “Don’t hurt him again,” I said, low and firm.


  Yelling, from my floor below. They’d discovered the bodies.


  “Miller! Casey! Check the stairwell!”


  Their footsteps tap-tap-tapped up the stairs, about to round the corner and see me.


  “That’s up to you, babe.” Cory disconnected.


  I dropped the phone and bolted, moving fast as I could, bouncing on the balls of my feet, ascending four flights in seven seconds, coming to the roof access door. I tried the knob. Locked, as expected, and no time to pick it. On the wall was a fire alarm. I pulled it, the siren filling the stairwell, then fired my Glock three times at the lock mechanism.


  The door swung outward. I lunged through. My foot snagged a cable—something that hadn’t been there previously—and my body kept going. I pitched forward and threw out my hands, my gun skittering across the flat concrete rooftop just as a supersonic bullet parted my hair and dug a burning trail across my scalp; a shot that would have killed me a millisecond sooner.


  I’d made a huge mistake. With everything going on, I’d forgotten about the sniper.

  
  “Use all of your senses, all the time,” the Instructor said. “The brain is a parallel processor, but it dismisses most sensory input as redundant, irrelevant. You must teach your brain to stop ignoring what seems normal, obvious, or mundane. Hyper-awareness can often be the difference between a live operative and a dead operative.”



  I tucked my arms into my chest and rolled sideways, coming to rest behind a metal chimney roughly the size and shape of a street corner mailbox. My Glock was ten feet away. Might as well have been a mile. The cable that saved my life snaked across the roof to a new satellite dish.


  A bullet punched through the aluminum like a finger through soggy bread, making a hole only a few inches from my nose. I flattened myself against the tar paper, my cheek resting on dried pigeon droppings. Another shot, two seconds later, perforated the chimney five inches lower than the first, burying itself into the rooftop ten meters behind me. The wind whipped through my hair, but the short length kept it out of my face. These were Chicago winds, snaking around buildings, blowing eddies left, then up, then back.


  “There’s a sniper up here!” I yelled, hoping it would make the police stay back.


  My breath came fast, my heart pumping like a cardio workout, but my mind was focused and clear. The time between shots told me the sniper was using a bolt action rifle. Calculating the hypotenuse of the trajectory told me he was in the apartment building to the west, roughly one floor above me. He’d either been on the fire escape facing my apartment, or in one of the rooms. When the police arrived, he must have deduced my only way out was the roof, so he’d gone up as well. His building was seven stories taller than mine. The higher the sniper ascended, the better his angle, the easier his shot.


  I needed to get off the roof.


  Since the sniper was in motion, I assumed he hadn’t any time to secure his mount. That meant each time he fired, he’d have to load another bullet, which would cause an unmoored rifle to jiggle a bit. On a telescopic lens, the slightest jiggle would force him to readjust after every shot. The high wind would make hitting a moving target even tougher.


  “This is the Chicago Police Department! Put down your weapon and put your hands above your head!”


  I glanced back at the doorway, saw the cops standing there like paper targets, and yelled, “There’s a sniper on the opposite building!”


  They followed my voice, training their guns my way. I got up on my fingers and toes, hopped to get my feet under me, and sprinted east.


  I registered my mistake immediately, when the tar paper around my feet erupted in weapon fire. The sniper had a fully automatic rifle, not a bolt action as I’d assumed. He was a pro, and he’d played me.


  But he underestimated how fast I could move, and where I would go. I didn’t bother zig-zagging or back-tracking, which were standard sniper counter-measures. I beelined for the roof’s edge, feet slapping hard for maximum traction.


  Ready or not…


  Stretching out my hands, I dove off the side of the building.


  I soared through the air, bullets cracking the sound barrier all around me. Heights weren’t my strongest suit, and as I caught a glimpse of the street ten stories below—the cars and trees and people looking like toys—every part of me wanted to scream.


  Use the adrenaline. Use the adrenaline.


  Arms open and reaching, I waited for the fire escape I prayed was still there, the fire escape I hadn’t checked since my long-ago roof reconnaissance when I first moved into the apartment.


  My memory was a bit off.


  The fire escape was still on the side of the building, but my angle was wrong by about a foot. The railing blurred as I passed over it and out into open sky.


  Shit shit shit.


  I adjusted, bending into a pike, reaching back around. My elbow hooked onto the iron railing, jerking me backward. I felt sharp pain and heard a POP—my shoulder had dislocated or broken. I clung to the side of the fire escape, my feet dangling above the alley two hundred feet below.


  Pain ripped through my arm and down my side. No time to dwell on it now. I had precious few seconds to get my footing and get down to the ground level before the various people after me figured out where to look. I’d have to file the pain away, deal with it later. I reached up with my good hand, did a one-armed pull-up to disengage my elbow, and sought out the rusty iron grating with my toes. Then I flipped myself over the railing and scurried to the first ladder, trying to process my situation.


  The sniper would be vacating. He’d seen the cops and given away his position. I had a whole building between him and me, so he was off my worry list for the moment. The cops were another story. The ones on the roof would take cover, radio for back up. Any units on the ground would be moving into position beneath me.


  The breeze was considerable. I had to use my injured arm just to make sure I didn’t blow off the ladder. My muscles screamed at me for relief, but I made them work anyway, pushing my way down the first three floors fast as I could. I chanced a look down, my mind swirling, vertigo tugging at me. A quick flash of memory invaded my brain, a training exercise where the Instructor had made me climb a forty foot high pole and traverse a rope leading to another pole. The height had paralyzed me until he’d drawn his sidearm and shot at me to force me to do it.


  God damn heights.


  I swallowed the dizziness and pressed onward. The scent of garbage drifted up from the alley, malted barley from a nearby brewpub, and now there were sirens in the distance, approaching fast.


  I descended another ladder—only five more to go. The metal on the fire escape was old and sharpened by years of bad weather. My feet were starting to numb from the cold, but I could still feel the scrapes on the soles of my feet. I took a quick look. Some blood, but not enough to make me slip. I kept going.


  The sirens had almost reached my building. The garbage stench grew stronger. I glanced down. The ground was about forty feet below, this part of the alley still clear of police vehicles. Roosting pigeons flapped into the air to my right, cooing their objections. My heart rate shot up at the surprise, and I lost precious seconds prying my fingers off the ladder to continue the descent.


  With two floors left to go, a police truck pulled around the corner. A Chevy, white with blue trim, shaped like an ambulance. It moved slowly down the alley. I could see the driver through the windshield, which meant he could see me.


  There were still twenty feet between my feet and the asphalt, a fatal distance, but the truck was at least eight feet high. A twelve foot drop was dangerous but survivable. Dropping onto a moving truck would be tough. The high wind made the odds worse. My stomach clenched, fear and adrenalin, and I wondered if I’d be able to force myself to act.


  Just do it.


  I launched myself off the fire escape, calculating as I fell. Ankles pressed tight together, knees slightly bent, I figured I had a forty percent chance of surviving when I hit the truck’s roof.
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