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THE CAT’S MEOW

Welcome to Black Cat Weekly.

This is going to be our shortest introduction ever, since I’ve caught Covid and am suffering mightily at the moment, but thanks to the staff, we have pulled everything together. We will be back again next week.

Here’s this issue’s lineup:

Mysteries / Suspense / Adventure:

“Friday, February 30th,” by Mark Thielman [Michael Bracken Presents short story]

“X Marks the Spot” by Hal Charles [Solve-It-Yourself Mystery]

“Secrets in the Snow” by J. M. Taylor [Barb Goffman Presents short story]

Ring-a-Ding-Ding, by Frank Kane [novel]

The Case-Book of Sherlock Holmes, by Arthur Conan Doyle [collection]

Science Fiction & Fantasy:

“The Giftie Gien,” by Malcolm Jameson [short story]

“Space-Can,” by Murray Leinster [short story]

“The Knowledge Machine,” by Edmond Hamilton [short story]

“The Timeless Tomorrow,” by Manly Wade Wellman [novel]

Secret of the Earth Star, by Henry Kuttner [novel]

Until next time, happy reading!

—John Betancourt

Editor, Black Cat Weekly
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FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 30TH,
by Mark Thielman

Brad dropped his jacket on the floor and flopped into his recliner. It had been that kind of day. He closed his eyes and leaned, pressing back against the pillowy headrest. He’d lost most of the furniture with the divorce, but at least he’d hung onto his favorite chair. Mia didn’t fight him for it. Brad assumed that John didn’t like the feel of the recliner against his perky ass.

But Brad did. He liked how the leather enveloped him when he sank into it. The chair felt like a hug. Not the hug he dreamed about, but a guy couldn’t have everything.

The ceiling fan spun lazily above Brad’s head. A small click marked each revolution of the blades. Something had gotten slightly out of line. When he’d moved in, the management company promised to fix it. The landlord hadn’t followed through. Brad didn’t care. The sound didn’t bother him. It wasn’t an annoying squeak but a tiny scrape, two parts rubbing as they passed. It reminded Brad of the second hand on a watch he used to own.

He bent to pick up his jacket. He didn’t want the suit to wrinkle. Brad stopped. The hell with it. He wore a coat and tie to make his boss, Mr. Jones, happy. And Robert Jones could never be happy. He was physically incapable of happiness. That part of his soul had been surgically removed at birth, like his umbilical cord and foreskin. Brad might wear the wrinkled suit tomorrow just to see what his supervisor said or did. He paused. He was only fooling himself. He needed the job more than the job needed him. It was his bit of rock in a life built on sand. And the job gave him the chance to see Mollee.

Brad stood, this time swooping to pick up his jacket along the way. Pressing the shoulders together, he ran his hand down the sides, smoothing the coat. Carefully, he laid it over the back of the chair, then studied his effort. Satisfied that he’d massaged out most of the wrinkles, he walked to the refrigerator and grabbed a Budweiser.

He emptied the can into a tall pilsner. Mia had convinced him that beer looked better in a glass. Appearances had always been important to her. That explained why she’d taken up with a guy she met at a health club. Brad twisted at the wedding ring he still wore. Even though he didn’t have to answer to Mia, he had gotten used to the routine of pouring his beer and watching the bubbles. He carried his drink back to the chair. Emptying his pockets, he deposited his keys and phone on the side table. The chair softly exhaled as it absorbed him.

Brad sipped and considered why the day had been so miserable. He had organized a little party for Mollee. Today was her birthday. Mollee worked out of a cubicle in the finance department just down the hall. As someone born on February 29th, Leap Day, she only got to celebrate her actual birthday once every four years. Brad thought she deserved a party. He’d decorated the breakroom and arranged eight cupcakes on a tray. He put one candle in each.

Things had gone well. The rest of the team had distracted Mollee. Brad lit the candles. They’d sung “Happy Birthday.” She’d smiled. Her sky-blue eyes sparkled when she’d looked at him. It seemed the perfect moment to ask if she wanted to celebrate over dinner.

Then Mr. Jones entered the breakroom. Nine people looked at eight cupcakes.

Jones scowled.

His eyes fixed on Brad. “Do you know what time it is?”

Brad felt for his phone. He’d left it on his desk. “No, sir.”

He turned to Mollee. “I need those reports for today’s meeting.”

“Your meeting is this afternoon.”

“Then you won’t mind working through lunch.” His eyes again scanned the table. “It seems you’ve already eaten.”

“It’s Mollee’s birthday,” Brad said. “She’s a leapling. She only gets one every four years.” He looked at her and smiled. “We’re celebrating her eighth birthday.”

“That explains why she acts like a child.” Mr. Jones stomped out of the break room.

No one spoke. Mollee blushed, then her eyes moistened. Brad shuffled his feet, uncertain what to say. The party died. Everyone drifted back to their desks.

Brad sat up in his recliner. The day’s scene continued to play in his mind. Before she left the breakroom, Mollee had offered a weak thank you. Her voice cracked, and she sniffled. Brad felt both angry and ashamed. He hadn’t the nerve to ask about dinner.

Outside, the wind rattled the windows of his apartment. A storm approached. He stood and took a step toward the kitchen. He had a rule about beer drinking. The second one usually left him feeling sluggish at work the next day. More importantly, he’d read about men who slid into alcohol following divorce. He twisted his ring. John had stolen Mia. Brad had always been vigilant not to sacrifice another piece of himself.

He sat back down, pressed his head against the chair, and closed his eyes.

* * * *

Brad awoke with a start. Morning light streamed through the window. Glancing at his phone, he saw that he’d overslept. If he didn’t hurry, he’d be late for work. He scooped up his keys and phone and snatched his suit coat off the back of the chair. Brad rechecked the time. His phone said February 30th. The screen’s message registered in his brain.

“Damn software glitch.” Maybe he wasn’t late. He should start wearing a watch. He rebooted his phone as he headed out the door.

Brad’s stomach growled. He studied his phone as he entered the drive-through line. He ordered a breakfast quesadilla and a cup of coffee, likely the only meal Mr. Jones would let him eat today.

The car thudded. Brad’s head snapped straight, his eyes peered through the windshield. He’d rear-ended the SUV in front of him.

“Damn.” A fender bender was the last thing he needed today. He shifted the car into park and steeled himself to be cussed out by the other driver.

The man glanced in the rearview mirror, smiled, then drove away.

Surprised, Brad watched him leave. The bump hadn’t been hard. Likely, there’d been no damage. Still, he expected the driver to check. Brad planned to apologize. “That guy must be even later than I am.” He shifted into gear and drove forward. His phone still showed February 30th. He handed the drive-through attendant a $10 bill. He glanced again at his phone, then showed it to the woman in the glass box. “That storm last night must have jacked up the cell grid.” As he spoke, Brad realized he’d handed the check-out clerk a single dollar.

She looked at the bill.

“Hey, I’m sorry…”

She handed him his coffee and paper sack. “Have a nice day, sir.”

Brad pulled forward and stopped. He should go inside and correct the mistake. Brad stopped here daily and didn’t want a reputation as “that guy.” But he needed to get to work. The server was probably too stoned to notice, he decided. He pulled the lid off his coffee to add creamer. Tearing open a packet, he poured it into his cup, stirred and replaced the top. He checked the rearview mirror. The guy behind him had paid and was waiting for Brad to leave. He didn’t honk his horn, pound the steering wheel, or swear. He just waited. The driver’s face wore an insipid smile.

Brad settled his coffee into the cupholder. He removed his breakfast from the sack. He arranged the napkin on his lap, then pulled back the wrapping on the quesadilla. He checked his mirror. The guy waited, still smiling, still trapped behind Brad’s car. Brad tucked the corners of the paper into his hand and took a bite. He glanced back. No change.

Clearly, he’s not in a hurry, Brad thought as he pulled onto the street.

Road construction frustrated his attempt to make up for the lost time. In desperation, he steered onto the shoulder and drove around the line of cars standing still. Most of the drivers glanced as he passed. No one blocked him, no one shot him the bird. At First National Bank, he checked the marquee. The bank’s time and temperature sign confirmed what he already knew. Brad would arrive to work late on March 1st. His phone, however, still showed February 30th. Again, he pressed his thumb against the power button.

At his parking space, Brad stood and brushed the crumbs from his lap. He wadded up the paper and threw it onto the passenger floorboard. He checked the front of his car. He let loose a satisfied belch. All things considered, it hadn’t been a bad morning. He should be arriving even later and have front-end damage to his car. A plaintiff’s attorney should be pursuing him, and a cop ought to have ticketed him for driving on the shoulder. None of those bad things had happened. No one had cared about anything he had done. Brad whistled a little tune as he entered the employee entrance.

He walked straight to Mr. Jones’s office, wondering if the boss would notice his suit. Brad puffed his cheeks and blew out an exhale. The sooner he got the boss’s ass-chewing out of the way, the sooner he might find a little happiness in this place. Brad knew that meant wandering down to visit Mollee.

Robert Jones’s office door was open. The boss sat, bent over his desk. Brad took another deep breath and knocked on the doorframe.

Jones’s eyes surveyed him.

Brad waited, imagining the inventory from his day-old necktie to his wrinkled pants.

“Do you need something, Brad?”

“I thought you might, sir.”

Jones shook his head. He looked back down at the work spread across his desk.

Brad’s anger flared. He saw through Jones’s powerplay. The boss would let the tardiness dangle. He’d spring when the timing suited him, when he might inflict the greatest emotional toll. Likely, he’d wait until Mollee could witness his shaming.

“I do need something,” Brad said and stepped into the office.

Jones stood.

“I need to know why you’re such an overbearing pain in the ass, Bob.” Brad threw a hard right cross, his hand connecting with the boss’s face. Jones’s head snapped back. He collapsed heavily into the desk chair, blood flowing freely from his nose.

“That’s for upsetting Mollee.” Brad spun and marched out of the door.

He decided on the spot not to tell Mollee what he’d done. When security wrestled him to the ground, he didn’t want her implicated. Instead, Brad walked to his own cubicle. He began to shake out his hand. He stopped. His hand didn’t hurt. His knuckles weren’t even red. His insides, however, felt tingly, and adrenaline coursed through him. It felt good to be bad.

He wouldn’t wait to get arrested or fired. Brad looked at Chris and Miles, the inhabitants of the desks nearest his. “When they come looking for me. Tell ’em I’ve gone day-drinking. HR can mail me my notice.” He stripped off his suit jacket. Wadding it up like the quesadilla wrapper, he slam-dunked it onto the seat of his desk chair. Brad looked at the guys. They sat, stock-still and open-mouthed. “Bring you back a beer?”

Neither spoke.

Miles had a desktop planner. Chris had his phone displayed. Both calendars showed March. Brad again checked his phone. All the random occurrences of the morning began to come together into a single explanation. He smirked before walking out the door. “It’s called freedom, boys.”

Outside, he took a deep breath and looked around with fresh eyes. A cluster of businesses surrounded his office building. He paused, listening for sirens. Hearing only the familiar traffic sounds, he decided to test his theory. Entering the Liquor Mart, Brad made straight for the beer cooler. He grabbed a six-pack of Bud. Then, he returned it. He snatched up a twelve. Brad tucked the beer under his arm. He walked toward the checkout counter.

After only a few steps, he stopped and reconsidered. He turned and headed for the whiskey aisle.

He didn’t know anything about scotch. John drank it. At a Christmas party, Brad remembered John holding a tumbler of the stuff. He twisted his ring. Brad also remembered Mia introducing him as a guy she knew but didn’t like very much. He surveyed the bottles. Blindly, Brad grabbed the Laphroaig, choosing the 16-year-old over the 10. Bypassing the register, he carried the bottle in one hand and the twelve pack in the other. With his arms full of stolen loot, Brad felt like a pirate. He couldn’t wave to the clerk. Instead, he looked at the young woman and said, “aargh, matey.”

Near a food truck, he found a picnic table bench. Pulling his necktie free, he tied it around his forehead. That, he thought, was how a pirate would wear it. Brad twisted the top off the scotch bottle and knocked back a slug. He coughed, tasting smoke and medicine. He couldn’t believe that Mia had left him for a guy who drank that. He popped open a Budweiser and swished it around to rinse the taste from his mouth. He tried alternating swallows. By the bottom of the second can, the routine had become set.

By the bottom of the third Budweiser, he’d decided on a plan.

He walked a mostly straight line to Homer’s Hardware. There, he stole a hammer. He dropped the whiskey and the beer into a trashcan outside the Breakfast Spot. Next door, Halston’s Jewelers offered a wide selection of watches. Brad needed a watch. He couldn’t decide between the Rolex and the Patek Philippe. He smashed the glass and took one of each. He had two arms, after all. The salesman, polishing the display case at the far end of the store, didn’t look up from his work. Brad picked up a diamond-encrusted tennis bracelet. Holding the golden strand between his fingers, he let the light from the glass fragments play off the gems. Brad wondered if Mollee would like it for her birthday. He shook his head and dropped the bracelet back into the case. It felt over the top, too much for a first date.

Brad left Halston’s. He’d grown accustomed to the quiet, the acceptance of his actions by everyone around him. The jeweler had been no different. He had figured it out. February 30th was a day without consequences. He checked the time on each watch and then on his phone. He walked back to the Breakfast Spot, tossed the hammer into the trash, and retrieved his whiskey and beer. He yawned but shook it away. So much to do and so little time.

He pinballed out of the company’s parking lot, a whiskey bottle between his legs, a beer can in the cupholder, striking every fender between his space and the gate. He drove through the boom barrier. The snap of the wooden arm made a satisfying sound. Brad crafted his own lane out of the middle of the street. The few pedestrians clutched the collars of their children and watched him pass.

With each passing block, he felt less like a pirate and more like a god. He pulled the tie off and tossed it out the window. Brad ran a red light, then another. He released the steering wheel and raised his hands heavenward. “I command you to take me to First National Bank.” The car drifted to the right and caromed off a Toyota Corolla parallel parked outside a dry-cleaner.

Brad parked in the fire lane in front of First National. He’d always liked the looks of the bank with its old-school marquee. He pushed through the revolving door and paused, studying the lobby. The tellers sat behind cages of brass grates. A security guard stood at his station. Above him, an antique clock marked the time. He checked the clock against both watches, two minutes slow. In the corner, high on the wall, a security camera panned the room. Brad’s shoes clicked as he crossed the gray marble-tiled floor. He stopped in front of the security guard, an older man with a walrus mustache. The guard’s blue uniform contrasted nicely with the floor, Brad thought. “Will you tell me that date?”

The mustache fluttered as the man spoke. “March first, sir.”

“Thank you,” Brad said, sliding the man’s handgun from its holster.

“Most welcome.”

Brad nested the revolver into his waistband and walked to an open window.

Behind the grate, the teller looked at him and smiled. “May I help you?”

Brad guessed that she was slightly older than Mollee. Pulling a twenty-dollar bill from his wallet, he slid his arm through the brass and handed it to the clerk. “Would you make change for me?”

The smile broadened. “Of course,” she said and opened her cash drawer.

Brad plucked a thick wad of bills from the drawer. He remembered to snatch his own twenty from her hand before withdrawing his arm.

The teller canted her head, but did nothing to stop him. “Have a nice day, sir.”

As he walked toward the revolving door, Brad fanned the bills he had stolen and shook them. He’d seen movies with dye packs hidden in the currency. Nothing happened. Brad looked first to the guard, who remained frozen in his spot. He then shifted his gaze up to the camera. He smiled, wondering whether photographing a god would fry the circuitry. He shoved the money into his pants pocket.

Outside, Brad took a deep breath. He checked the time, first on his right wrist and then on his left. Both arms agreed that the workday was nearly finished. A god did not work from a cubicle. He drank nectar and allowed the mortals to worship him.

He hoped to have the worship of only one mortal.

Ahead, a man held a hand-lettered cardboard sign. In front of the man, a glass jar contained a few dollar bills and some change. Beside him sat a white five-gallon bucket filled with bundles of roses. Each bunch was tied together with a small bit of twine.

Mollee should have roses for her birthday. Brad walked toward the man, his eyes searching for the perfect bunch to steal.

The man looked at him and pointed the sign in his direction.

disabled vet

god bless

A benevolent god would not ask such a humble subject for a sacrifice. Bad pulled the wad of bills from his pocket. He slapped them into the dirt-crusted palm of the flower salesman, then picked up the bucket and continued walking down the street.

He settled the bucket onto the passenger seat of his car and secured it with a seatbelt. Brad drove back to the office, thinking about what he might say to Mollee. He passed the employee entrance. Hopping the curb, he parked in front of the main doors. Brad unclipped the flowers and entered, carrying the bucket. The receptionist watched without expression as if delivery drivers routinely blocked the front door and entered the building in a wrinkled suit, swinging a plastic bucket.

He punched the elevator for the third floor and briefly considered commanding the elevator to take him there. Mechanical devices, however, seemed immune to his powers. Perhaps he was only a demigod.

The door opened. He walked down the hallway, sloshing water from the bucket, a trail of small puddles marking his trail. Brad caught his reflection in a passing window. The bucket looked scratched and dirty. He should have stolen some ribbon and tied a bow around it.

Mollee looked up as he entered her cubicle. Her face showed a mixture of confusion and surprise. He disconnected her phone call with the index finger on his free hand. Then, taking her palm in his, he guided Mollee to her feet. He placed the bucket of flowers in the middle of her workspace, taking care, this time, to spill no water. Brad wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her close. She did not resist. He kissed her on the mouth and allowed his lips to linger. He pulled back and looked into her eyes. “Happy Belated Birthday, Mollee.”

Brad spun and walked away. He did not look back. It seemed like something a demigod would do.

Outside, he put his car in gear and bounced off the curb back onto the street.

He drove aimlessly, uncertain where to go. He checked the time. Both Phil and Rollie, the names he had given his watches, agreed that the day was nearly finished.

Brad stopped his car in the middle of the road at Lookout Point. From here, he could gaze down on his city. Everything lay available to him. He twisted his ring. “Almost everything.”

He knew the way without thought. The car seemed to drive itself. Mia had gotten the house in the divorce. He pictured the scene. John would answer the door. Brad, the vengeful god, would extract his wrath. He patted the revolver still tucked into his waistband. Although he could not unleash a lightning bolt, John would hear the thunder-like crack. The bullet would pierce him. The man had thought he cut his own swath through the world. In a few moments, he would learn the error of his hubris. Brad pictured John’s smug self-assurance draining away from his face.

Fatigue tugged upon him. Omnipotence, too, seemed to take a toll. He would kill John and then go home.

He entered the outskirts of his old subdivision. Brad had purposely avoided the old neighborhood since he surrendered his house key. He looked around and saw few changes.

He thought about Mia. She would rush to the sound of the gunshot. He could picture her, mouth hanging open, hands slowing rising to clutch her face, the slow dawning realization of the error of her ways. Mia had brought this fury down upon them. She would have to live with the costs of her decisions. Unless Brad shot her too.

Mia had made her own way, taking up with John and leaving Brad. She had not considered the consequences to him when she had made her decisions. Brad had been stuck. But things change. People change. Brad emerged from the chrysalis today. He unfolded his wings and found he could fly. He parked on the street in front of his old house. Sitting in the car, he looked at the home through the front passenger window. On February 30th, he finally understood in a way that he had never before been able to grasp. Mia had seized life. She hadn’t thought about the collateral consequences. For her there had not been any, until today.

Brad felt a peace he hadn’t known since Mia told him she wanted the divorce. A knot that had been tied up in his stomach finally slipped loose.

He got out of the car and walked toward the house. His hands dropped to his waistband. As a demigod, there was still one thing he needed to do.

Brad strode quickly up the walk. Mia and John had added bushes to the front of the house and planted flowers in front of them. He liked the addition. John, apparently, had a homey side. Brad was glad that he liked touching the earth. He rubbed his hands together as he neared the door, wondering whether this would be as easy as the jeweler and the liquor store.

The last few steps slowed. Brad felt so tired he could barely move. He would finish the deed and then go home and prepare for tomorrow. The job, the law, and the consequences would all come to bear, but first, sleep.

Perhaps that is why the gods retired to Mount Olympus. They wished to rest out of view of humanity.

He rang the bell and stepped back. His hands hovered over his midsection. The latch clicked.

John’s eyes widened in surprise when he opened the door. He recovered quickly. “Brad, didn’t expect to see you.”

Brad locked eyes with John. “Tell Mia this is for her.”

And he handed John his wedding ring.

* * * *

Back at his apartment, Brad collapsed on the bed. He slept dreamless, still dressed in the suit he had worn for two days. He woke in the morning, instantly remembering everything that had happened the previous day. He took two deep breaths steeling himself for what was to come. He washed his face and finger combed his hair. He didn’t know if the police would call him to come in or break down the door and arrest him. Brad checked his phone to see if he had slept through a message.

Saturday, February 31st.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Mark Thielman (markthielman.com) is a criminal magistrate working in Fort Worth, Texas. His short fiction has appeared in Alfred Hitchcock Mystery Magazine, Black Cat Weekly, Mystery Magazine, and a number of anthologies.
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X MARKS THE SPOT,
by Hal Charles

As Stacy Devereaux creaked open the rusty gate and entered the unmown front yard of her uncle’s house, she realized that she had put off this visit too long. The man she called “Jolly Roger” had passed away the previous week, and this would be the last time she walked past his beloved terracotta sundial and onto the rickety porch on which they had spent so many hours.

Stacy couldn’t suppress a smile as she thought about how she had teased her uncle for having a sundial located completely in the shade beneath a huge oak tree. “Sunny,” he would say, using the pet name he had inexplicably given her, “you’re all the sunshine I need.”

Jolly Roger Devereaux had spent his early years as an explorer and treasure hunter. Stacy had grown up listening to her dad recount his brother’s adventures and reading the letters and cards her uncle had sent from exotic locations around the world.

On his stops back home, her uncle would dazzle the family by carting out some object he had picked up on his latest travels and regale them with an often larger-than-life tale of how he had acquired the prize. Stacy had announced that she wanted to be a treasure hunter just like him when she grew up.

As the years passed, however, Jolly Roger’s trips became less frequent. During Stacy’s high school days he had purchased the tiny bungalow and declared he would never depart from it until, in his words, “I leave this mortal coil.”

In recent years, Stacy had seen her family grow smaller until only her uncle and two cousins remained. When she had called Ruth and Calvin to give them the news that Jolly Roger was near the end, she hadn’t really been surprised at their seeming lack of concern.

She had been surprised, however, when both her cousins showed up a few days after her uncle’s death. Thinking back on what had happened, she felt disappointed and angry.

* * * *

“Stacy,” Ruth said as the three of them stood in the cramped kitchen where Stacy and her uncle had shared his favorite mango pancakes and pot after pot of coffee, “do you think Uncle Roger really hid some treasure here on his property?”

“Yeah,” chimed in Calvin, “I always thought he must have brought back something valuable from his trips. After all, he lived here quite a long time with no apparent source of income.”

“You two should be ashamed of yourselves,” said Stacy. “Uncle Roger did live here quite a few years, and neither of you ever took the time to visit him.”

“Well,” said Calvin, “you were always his favorite, SUNNY.”

“He didn’t bother to give us nicknames,” echoed Ruth.

Almost against her will, Stacy pulled a piece of parchment from her jacket pocket. Just before he died, her uncle had called her to his bedside and slipped the piece of paper into her hands with the simple words, “You always wanted to be a treasure hunter.”

“What’s that?” said Calvin.

Unfolding the paper, Stacy said, “I wouldn’t feel right if I didn’t share this with you.” On the paper was scribbled, X MARKS THE SPOT.

Both Calvin’s and Ruth’s eyes lit up. “There is a treasure!” shouted Calvin. “I knew it.”

* * * *

Now, as Stacy looked around her, she grimaced at what her cousins had done to find Jolly Roger’s hidden treasure. Calvin and Ruth had ransacked the house, leaving no drawer unopened or chair upright, but had finally left in frustration.

Locking the front door for the final time, Stacy turned to leave. Some treasure hunter she was. As she passed the familiar sundial, her uncle words suddenly came to her: “You’re all the sunshine I need.” With a smile, she rushed toward the chipped clock.

Solution

Stacy realized that her uncle had refused to leave his bungalow or to move the sundial from the shade for a reason. He had faith that his “Sunny” would figure out his final treasure hunt. When Stacy moved the hand to the Roman numeral X on the dial, the metal arrow pointed to a wall at the edge of the yard. Hidden behind a large stone was a chest filled with gold doubloons no doubt discovered on one of Jolly Roger’s adventures.


[image: ]


The Barb Goffman Presents series showcases
the best in modern mystery and crime stories,

personally selected by one of the most acclaimed

short stories authors and editors in the mystery

field, Barb Goffman, for Black Cat Weekly.

SECRETS IN THE SNOW,
by J.M. Taylor

A billion cubic feet of snow fell on Boston this winter, enough to fill a football stadium about a hundred times. Lucky for us, the Patriots played their big game in Arizona—the day of the first storm of three that week. The last stormy week that Billy Myers ever saw.

I met Billy last summer, when he first moved into the neighborhood. Our part of Jamaica Plain is real old school. The gentrification wave seems to have crested about a block from our street. Over there, they worry if there’s gluten in their food, whether it comes from some organic form. Over here, we’re happy to eat. And hey, you gotta die of something, right? You might as well enjoy it while you can.

Billy Myers was one of those guys. He showed up just before the Fourth of July, fresh-faced and ready for his residency at Mass General. JP is a popular place for that crowd—an easy ride on the T to a lot of different hospitals, plus it’s just bohemian enough to give them a sense of roughing it. There are projects and halfway houses, thrift stores and no-name dive bars to spend an hour or two in and then brag about facing some raggedy townie like me. Then there are all the expensive art galleries and foreign-food restaurants to escape to, where they can drink a craft beer and tell stories about the horrible conditions we live in like we’re jungle savages. I mean, we have four Indian restaurants alone.

Anyhow, Billy wasn’t the sharpest scalpel on the tray. He thought the hospital would take care of all the housing arrangements for him, and by the time light dawned that he had to get off his duff and do it himself, the chichi condos in the nicer neighborhoods were probably swallowed up, leaving him to take a step down and cross the line into the real Jamaica Plain.

It was one of the first nasty days in early summer, hot and muggy and sticky. I didn’t have to be at work until the second shift, and was having a beer on the stoop when a rented truck pulled up next door to the Gallaghers’ old house. Jimmy was the last of the Gallaghers, but he’d moved out to Dedham, where his mother-in-law died and left him and his wife a better house. I’d known Jimmy was going to rent it out, but I never thought it would be to some yuppie.

At first, the guy I came to know as Billy seemed worried about getting out of the truck.

He must have rented the place over the phone or something, because as he scanned the lay of the land, his eyes were the size of dinner plates. They stopped for a beat on me, as if he’d never seen a guy drinking a beer before eleven in the morning. Finally, his friend gave him a shove, and the two of them climbed out. They looked like they thought we had snipers on our roofs or something. The friend went to the back of the truck, while Billy climbed the porch stairs.

He gave me a quick wave, something halfway between “Hello” and “Please don’t kill me, I swear I have a key.” Then he was inside a good ten minutes. I imagined him walking through the place, checking out the old wallpaper, the seventies-era appliances Jimmy had left behind, the pink tiles and tub in the bathroom. When he finally came out, he was shaking his head but looked determined to make the best of it.

I cracked open another beer and watched them unload the truck. He didn’t have much, just some basic furniture—a futon that they wrestled through the door, boxes of books, a big flat-screen TV. Billy glanced at me as they carried in the TV, like I was going to steal it or something. The whole thing lasted a couple of hours, then they left.

I didn’t see much of Billy for a few days, but I did see the locksmith come and install a dead bolt. The Gallaghers never even locked the door when were growing up. Billy also put a bright new label on the mailbox for his mailman. Houses around here don’t have driveways, so Billy had to keep his car, an almost-new Subaru, on the street like the rest of us. At night, the car alarm’s red light blinked every few seconds, reflecting off the bar that locked the steering wheel for good measure.

The next time I saw Billy was on July Fourth. I’d been up to New Hampshire and bought a boatload of fireworks. Roman candles, bottle rockets, aerial spinners. I’d been doing it for years. Everyone in the neighborhood came out to watch. I started with some loud firecrackers, just to let folks know the show was about to start. Then I sent up some Roman candles. Fwoomp, fwoomp, fwoomp. The whole street lit up green and red. Billy scrambled through his door like they were real mortar shells coming to get him.

“Hey, I don’t mean to be a killjoy,” he called out from the safety of the porch, “but fireworks are illegal in this state. Besides, you could hit my car.”

He’d had to yell a bit. In response, I lit off a bottle rocket. It zipped up and popped, casting a bright white light over everything.

“I don’t want to get off on the wrong foot,” he continued, a little less confidently. “Could you at least not do that so close to the houses? You could set something on fire.”

By now, a small crowd had come out to watch the fireworks. At some point Billy disappeared, not that I was paying attention to him. About half an hour later, just as I was finishing the show, a cruiser came down our street, blue lights flashing but no siren.

“Everything okay?” I asked as the car stopped.

The cop looked around, saw the smoke hanging in the air but nothing else. “Got a call,” he said without much conviction. “Seen any fireworks going off around here?”

“Always something going up, from one yard or another,” I said. “Couldn’t tell exactly where from.”

The cop nodded, wished me a happy Fourth, and rode on. Before he turned the corner, I set off my last bottle rocket, blue to match the cruiser, and he waved. I glanced up at Billy’s window, just in time to see the curtain twitch shut.

After that, Billy didn’t show himself much. About a week later, I was mowing my lawn before work. Must’ve been around nine, when most of the neighbors had already left for the day.

But Dr. Resident At A Big Hospital worked nights. Not that I knew that—until he stumbled out the back door and leaned on the fence between our houses. I remember when Jimmy Gallagher’s grandfather put that fence in. I must’ve been five or six. We helped him by plopping wet cement in the post holes.

Billy’s hair was standing up, and he needed a shave. He wore boxer shorts and a T-shirt that advertised some art gallery in Philadelphia.

“Hey,” he said when I turned the mower around and was coming back towards him. I cut the motor. “I haven’t had a chance to meet you. My name’s Billy Myers.” I was about to tell him my name, be friendly, but he barreled right on. “I hate to complain, but do you have to mow so early? I just went to bed.”

“I just got up. Need to be at work soon. Nice to meet you.” I pulled on the starter, and the mower came back to life. He watched me a minute, then moved as I made my turn at the fence.

When I turned again, he was gone.

* * * *

This is an old neighborhood, my little corner of JP. Used to be the kinda place outsiders never passed through, except to take the old el, which ended here at the huge concrete Forest Hills station. They took the elevated tracks down in the eighties, and moved the trains to a subway trench that cut through the neighborhood. It opened up Washington Street and let the sun shine on some corners that never had seen the light. But the good old bars that had been near the el shut down before I could legally drink, and suddenly people with money were buying up properties in the area for a song. That’s what they call “gentrification.”

Some of the change was good, I’m not gonna lie. There used to be a lot of trash hanging around under those elevated tracks, and a lot of rotted old tenements came down too. They replaced the old station with a clean new subway platform. Suburban folks crowded the muggers off the trains.

When the developers saw that they could buy up whole blocks and clean them up for profit, they didn’t pay attention to those of us who had been here all along.

Some of our neighbors took the payoff and moved to Dedham or even Canton. The ones who stayed had to put up with classy old homes suddenly painted rainbow colors, like dollhouses. Mothers pushed strollers around that cost more than my car, as if a fold-up carriage from Bradlees wasn’t good enough. The closed-down bars were turned into “funky” used-clothing stores, where people paid too much money for pants that were ripped and stained, stuff my mother would’ve beat me for wearing in public.

Billy was the latest of that crowd. A few blocks over, near where I played basketball with the old gang, he could’ve bought a condo and flipped it a year later the way the other doctors do.

But like I said, he wasn’t on the ball, and he landed next door to me. Still, he did his best to bring us up to the standard he thought we deserved.

Not long after he settled in, he must’ve gotten Jimmy’s permission to paint the porch. I saw him one afternoon scraping away the old white chips, replacing it with yellow and blue and red. I’ll admit that in all my life I’d never noticed the porch had all those designs carved in the woodwork, and Billy spent hours making every little detail a different color. It looked like a twelve-year-old girl who just discovered makeup and slathered it all over her face.

I didn’t care much. It was his house, even if it looked like a cathouse. But then one day, towards the end of the summer, when I was sitting in the yard drinking a six, he leaned on the porch rail and said, “Hey, how are ya?” He was still wearing his hospital clothes and clogs. It’s hard to talk like a blue-collar guy when you’re wearing blue pajamas.

“What’s going on?” I said, trying to be friendly, trying to forget that last week he’d left me a note saying that I shouldn’t be leaving my garbage out more than eighteen hours before trash day.

“I was wondering what you thought of the paint job on the trim,” he said. After he’d finished the porch, he’d done the windows too.

I shrugged. “Hadn’t noticed. Looks okay, I guess.”

“I was asking,” he said, “because if you like it, I have some extra paint, probably enough to do your own porch. I don’t need it, so you can have it. Rather give it away than bring it to the hazardous waste dump.”

“You could just hide it in the middle of the garbage can. That’s what I do.” He stayed there a minute. I was afraid I was going to have to offer him a beer, but he finally clued in to the fact that I didn’t want his paint, and he went inside, probably to make himself some thirty-dollar coffee.

After that, Billy Myers set out to be the JP cheerleader for our street. I think he heard that we’re Boston’s capital of liberal activism, a kind of People’s Republic of Cambridge. But that’s only the newcomers. Families that have been here from the start, back when no one but the poor, honest, God-fearing people could be found dodging the trolleys that ran through JP Center, never bothered with that peace-love-and-understanding crap. We go to work, raise the kids, and have trouble enough with our own lives, instead of looking for causes to scream about.

But there he was, passing out plastic police whistles to protect our women against rape, posting reminders not to litter, and even setting up a can full of bags for picking up after your dog. He wrote up a letter telling us to call 911 for every little suspicious thing, because even if the police were too busy to come to a small emergency (like setting off patriotic fireworks, I suppose), they logged the calls, would see we’re a “hot spot” and increase patrols.

He tried to organize a neighborhood field day at the park where we play basketball. No one showed, except a couple of teenagers trying to score free hamburgers. They told me Billy was more than happy to cook up about a dozen for them, which they ate in the woods while they smoked a few blunts.

I guess Billy wasn’t such a bad guy. But there are lines, and sometimes, there’s no excusing when someone crosses them. Like I said, the Patriots played in Arizona, while we got socked in by a blizzard. The next day, we were all out there, shoveling our steps, the sidewalks, our parking spaces. Not Billy, though. I saw footprints leading out of his house to an empty parking spot that already had three inches of snow. You could barely see the tire tracks pulling out into the street, where they disappeared in the wind.

Suddenly his doctoring duties were more important than taking care of the neighborhood.

See, three or four hours of physical labor in our neck of the woods earns you a parking space until the snow melts. Not that people are going to recognize your work. You gotta claim it. In some places they use buckets, tires, or trash cans. Around here, we like chairs. They’re big enough to see over even the drifts, and they’re easy enough to move. Some favor the folding summer ones you get at the supermarket, but I think they’re too light for windy days. That’s why I go for the old kitchen chairs. There always seems to be one in the corner of the basement.

By the time Billy crawled home that night, it was long past dark. Mounds had already been plowed up on the corners of the sidewalk, which would remain impassable for months. Cars were snug in their shoveled slots, except for one. Tricia Markham, who as a kid used to hang out with me at Bob’s Spa—that’s like a convenience store with a soda fountain—was doing a four-to-midnight shift up at the nursing home. Everyone on the block knew her schedule, but she put her trash can out just in case. Around ten I heard it being dragged through the snow. So I looked out, and there was Billy’s Subaru flashing its hazards while he moved the damn thing.

I stepped into my boots, which were still wet, and without putting on my coat I went outside.

“What the hell are you doing?” I said. Billy had already moved the can to the top of the snowbank and was getting into his car.

“Hi, there,” he said. “Someone put their trash out early, but I needed to park. I was at the hospital all day.”

“That’s Tricia’s space saver. You can’t move it.”

“It’s a public street. You can’t save a spot. I have a parking sticker just like her.”

“But you didn’t work for it. Even the city recognizes that. They won’t move the space savers until the snow emergency is over.”

“That’s stupid. People go crazy selfish when the snow falls. What’s going to happen if I park there?”

“Well, in some neighborhoods, they’ll slash your tires. Around here, they’ll probably bury your car in snow. What gives you the right to park there, when Tricia was out by herself shoveling for four hours?”

Billy pointed to the front of his house, where we’d put all our snow. A hill the size and shape of a car promised that no one would park there for a very long time. “I was saving lives all day, and this is the thanks I get?”

“You didn’t save any of our lives. Go find another spot, or dig out your own. And don’t forget to shovel your sidewalk too. People can’t get by.”

He tried to stare me down, but by now there were faces in the windows on both sides of the street. He looked around, got the message, and drove off. It was over an hour before I heard him trudging up to his door.

It snowed again Wednesday, the day after the parade for the Pats, and again we were all doing our duty while Billy was who knows where. Tricia gave me a dozen cookies. Someone must’ve told her what I’d done, but we’d all do it for each other. I ate them for lunch, but then I had to go to work, and the trains weren’t running. So I cleared off my car, put my chair in place, and headed off. It was hell driving those roads. In some places, it was like driving through a canyon only wide enough for a sled. They were already trying to haul away the piles to “snow farms” and were talking about getting giant melters, but no one could keep up. It took me two hours to get to work, when it usually took fifteen minutes by bus, then another three hours to get home after the boss called it a day halfway through my shift.

There were times I was going less than five miles an hour, and I was alone on the roads. Even the plows were busy somewhere else. But as I inched my way closer to my block, I saw that another set of tires had left fresh tracks. And I knew, just knew, what I was about to find.

Sure enough, there was that damned Subaru, backing into my spot, the kitchen chair on top of a six-foot pile that separated my spot from Frank Miller’s. Billy was climbing out, beeping the alarm, when I pulled up next to him.

“What’s this?” I said, getting out of my car.

Billy sighed, like he was talking to a little boy. “I told you, it’s illegal and unfair to save spaces. It’s a public street, and I need to park.”

“I’ve spent eight hours on that spot so far, Billy. You need to move your car.”

The snow whipped between us. Four more inches had fallen since I left my house, and there was another storm in the forecast.

“I did that the other day, but I’m not going to this time. You left, and I found. Now you get to park somewhere else.”

“That’s not how it works in this neighborhood.” I took a step towards him. The snow crunched under my boot.

“Were supposed to be civilized,” he said. “Not savages staking out claims with crap from the basement. The neighborhood looks like a dump.” He turned to go, but I grabbed him.

“Move your car. This is my spot.”

“No. You don’t own it. Dig out that one if you want to park there.” He pointed to the mound in front of his house.

It was the last thing he ever said. I punched him, hard, and he dropped like an empty coat to the ground. His head hit a chunk of ice that a plow had pushed off the road, and he started to bleed. He never made a sound. I looked around. No one at the windows. I didn’t know what to do. Watching out for the blood, which was already slowing to a stop from the cold, I took off my glove and felt his neck.

Couldn’t find a pulse. The snow was coming down hard, and a fine white layer collected on his blue coat, first mixing with the blood, then hiding it altogether. I had to do something. My car was still in the middle of the street.

I needed to make Billy disappear. I thought about putting him in his car, but he had no trunk. He’d be spotted right away. The pile at the corner loomed over me. It would have to do until I could think of something better. I took the keys out of his hand, then dragged him to the pile and put him on top. I went up to my porch to get a shovel, and after a minute or two, if anyone saw me, they’d see I was just putting snow up there, same as anyone else.

With Billy taken care of for the moment, I switched my car for his in the spot, then drove off in the Subaru, searching for a place to dump it. Of course, there was nothing in the immediate area, but then again, that was the last thing I wanted. The main roads were clogged with snow banks, and a parking ban was in place. Anything that got in the way of the plows would be towed off. Perfect.

It took an hour, but eventually, I found what had been a space after the first storm, but with the parking ban it was now a tow zone. I pulled in, letting the tires climb the bank a bit, the front end jutting out into the street. They’d tow this real fast, and no one would ever claim it.

Walking home, I dropped the keys in a trash can someone had put out as a space saver.

The next day, I was still trying to figure out how I was going to find a permanent home for Billy. At this point, he was on ice under about three more feet of shoveled and fallen snow.

The blood stain where he hit his head was lost in the dirt and salt and muck from the plows. I was safe for a while. Or so I thought.

By this point, more than five feet of snow had fallen on the city. The streets were clogged, and the city decided something had to be done. I woke in the middle of the night to the beep-beep-beep of a reversing truck. I looked outside and saw the bright lights of a front loader and a dump truck, working the corner where I’d hid Billy. While I watched, the loader rammed into the pile, scooped off the top, and turned to drop it into the truck. It reversed, then made another pass. This time I saw the dark blue of Billy’s coat. But the driver’s view must have been blocked by the bucket. He lifted the bucket high in the air, spun the loader, and deposited the load. He went back for another and then another. A few minutes later, the dump truck left with snow high above the sides. A new truck took its place, and soon enough the corner was cleared.

I scoured the papers and the news for the next few days, but nothing was said about finding a body in the snow. There are snow farms all over the city, mountains that reach up so high, they build roads on them to put more piles on top of the piles. I would’ve heard if Billy went to a melter, so he’s in one of those, somewhere.

The police did come looking for him. They ID’d his car, and the hospital reported that he never showed up for work. A detective knocked on doors, mine and everyone else’s, but we had nothing to say. No one knew him, he wasn’t really part of the neighborhood, just another transient. “I did see him one night, and he said he was having a rough time at work,” I told the detective.

“What night was that?” he asked, writing it in his notebook.

“Who can tell?” I said. “It seemed we were out shoveling morning, noon, and night.”

He laughed. “You’re telling me. Okay, thanks for your help.”

But spring is coming. The snow banks are black with car exhaust, rotting away. As they retreat like glaciers, you can see the bands of one of the snowfalls on top of the other. Even if it takes until July, eventually, they’ll give up their secrets, including mine.
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RING-A-DING-DING,
by Frank Kane


CHAPTER 1

A cold, driving rain slanted down from the black sky, looked like buckshot hitting the puddles along the curb. A bitter wind swept 64th Street as though down a canyon of man-made stone. The few pedestrians abroad leaned against the wind, clutched their hats and coats, scurried for the shelter of their doorways.

Above the entrance to Morgan’s Cave halfway up the block a neon buzzed and spit, staining the rain-drenched canopy a murky red.

A black Cadillac swung around the corner from Fifth Avenue, rolled to a stop in front of the curb. Rocky, the uniformed club doorman, hustled from the shelter of the entrance out to the car with an umbrella, but the driver shouldered him aside, ran across the sidewalk to the short flight of stairs that led down into the club.

The doorman folded the umbrella, slid into the driver’s seat and drove to a vacant space at the curb a few doors beyond the club. He cut the motor, doused the lights, checked the rear-view mirror to make certain the owner of the car was nowhere in sight.

Then he brought a small square of wax from his pocket and pressed the ignition key into it until he had a clear impression. He turned the wax over, repeated the process with the other key on the ring. In the reflected light of the street lamp, he examined the impression, grunted his satisfaction. He wiped the key carefully on his coat, got out of the car, shuffled back to his post.

Inside the Cave, it was close after the cold and wet of the street. Smoke stirred lazily around the ceiling like an early morning mist. Andrew Reeves grinned at the hatcheck girl as he handed her his hat. He waited to enjoy the effect on the loose peasant blouse and skimpy shorts as the girl reached up to put his hat on the top shelf. It was a ritual by now. She never disappointed him and he never failed to express his appreciation with a big tip.

Andrew Reeves had the bulk of a one-time athlete whose muscles had run to fat. His jaw, still strong and heavy, was making a last-ditch effort to keep from being engulfed by his jowls. The high color of his face testified to a diet of beef and bourbon supplemented by frequent massage. But it was a losing battle. Already a fine network of broken veins was visible along the sides of his nose.

When the hatcheck girl had finished making a production of checking his hat, Reeves walked over to the man in the midnight-blue tuxedo who stood at the doorway to the supper room.

“Hello, Tony.” Reeves’ eyes hopscotched around the room, noted the number of empty tables. “Pretty slow tonight, huh?”

The man in the tuxedo shrugged narrow shoulders. “The weather, Mr. Reeves.”

Reeves chuckled. “Month before last it was Lent. Last month it was income taxes coming due. Now it’s the weather. Always something, eh, Tony?”

The headwaiter shrugged again. “Maybe people don’t go out like they used to. Nobody lives in the city any more. And it’s a long haul to the suburbs. It’s easier to stay home and turn on the idiot box.”

Reeves bobbed his head. “New York’s not a late town any more, that’s for sure.” He checked his watch. “Maybe Marta could go on a little early tonight? That way we could make an early break. You think?”

The headwaiter considered, nodded. “Why not? I’ll send word back to her.” He covered the hand Reeves extended to him with a damp grip. When Reeves took his hand back, the folded bill that had been in it had changed ownership.

Reeves walked into the supper room, threaded his way through the half-empty tables, selected one at ringside. A waiter materialized; he ordered a scotch and settled back. He was on his second drink when the house lights went down. He checked his watch, grunted his satisfaction. The last show was starting a half hour early.

An expectant hush descended on the room as a baby spot picked out the center of the rhinestone curtain. A tall blonde stood speared by the spotlight.

Marta Shane was stacked like an 85¢ sundae. Her gold-blond hair had a metallic sheen as it cascaded down over her shoulders. Her skin was a nutlike color, a hangover from a three weeks’ stand at the Oasis in Las Vegas, augmented by an occasional sun lamp. The gold lame gown was skin tight, complemented the color of her hair, emphasized the color of her skin. Standing there, she looked as if she had been sculptured from milk chocolate, wrapped in gold foil.

Her walk, as she proceeded to the center of the stage, was a production. She reached the piano as her accompanist finished the introduction. Then, as the rest of the orchestra proceeded to blend in smoothly, she started to sing in a low, husky voice.

The silence in the room grew. The waiters stopped their endless prowling; the soft murmur of conversation became muted.

Suddenly, the number was over. The scattered groups around the room released their collective breaths, then the applause rolled toward her in waves.

The blonde smiled her thanks. When she bowed, the neck-line of her gown sagged, giving ample evidence that she needed no artificial assists in the magnificence of her façade. The applause continued.

Finally, Marta held up her hands, waited for the noise to die down. She nodded to her accompanist and started to sing again. Her shoulders swayed gracefully in time to the rhythm. The bodice of her gown seemed inadequate to contain the fullness of her breasts as she swayed in rhythm to the stepped-up tempo.

The drummer, his face gleaming with sweat, his lips moving spasmodically, was beating out a primitive rhythm that set the hair on the audience’s neck on end. Behind him, the trumpet was nailing down the beat while the sax started to roam.

The girl’s body started to twist and squirm. Her breasts were like something alive, swaying and flowing in an attempt to break loose from the halfhearted restraint of the loose bodice of her gown. She stood there, in the center of the floor, the audience in the palm of her hand.

As she undulated, her hands started at the sides of her thighs, came up slowly, palms smoothing the flesh over her hips, and slid over her stomach, up under her breasts, cupping them. Slowly, sensuously, she ran her palms over her cheeks, raked her fingers into the cascading hair, sent it flying outward as she ended the number with a little scream.

There was a momentary silence. The faces of the ring-siders gleamed whitely in the reflected light. The women stared, then whispered. The men stared, wet their lips.

Marta followed the rhythm number with another blues chant, her voice playing on the spinal column of the audience like a xylophone. This time, when she finished, she shook her head firmly to pleas for an encore, turned and headed back toward the rhinestone curtain. Her hips worked slowly, tantalizingly, under the soft fabric of the gown. The view from the flip side alone was worth the price of admission.

She was replaced on the floor by a dance team that swirled and scampered frenetically in its version of a cha-cha. The audience went back to its chattering, the waiters to their roaming and dish-rattling.

Andrew Reeves flagged down his waiter, signaled for a check. The waiter flat-footed it over to the table, scribbling some figures on the check en route. He slid the tab onto the table, face down.

“That Marta’s some woman,” he commented, shaking his head. “I get to see that act every night and she still does it to me.”

Reeves bobbed his head in agreement. “She’s all woman.” He turned the tab over, added a generous tip, scribbled his signature across the face of it.

“Tell Marta I’ll be waiting in the car for her.” Reeves handed the waiter the check. “Tell her to hurry.”

The waiter eyed the size of the tip approvingly. “Yes, sir. Right away, sir.” He could sympathize with the big man’s impatience.

* * * *

It was dark in the bedroom, even though it was almost noon. On the night table, the telephone was shrilling loudly.

Andrew Reeves grunted, tried to bury his head in the pillow. His eyes were sticky, his head throbbed, his mouth felt as if it were filled with cotton. As he turned over, he collided with another body. Marta Shane mumbled in her sleep.

Finally, when it became evident that the phone wouldn’t stop its pealing, Reeves reached out and lifted the instrument from its hook.

“Who is this?” he growled.

“A guy who figures to do you a big favor, mister.”

“Do me a real big favor and get lost—”

“Is that the way to talk to a guy who wants to keep you out of jail?”

A chill finger of apprehension traced its way up the big man’s back. “Out of jail? You crazy?”

“No, but you would be if you didn’t listen to me. But suit yourself. You prefer I go to the police—”

Reeves blinked, tried to focus his eyes. “Go to the police? About what?”

“You didn’t know there was a witness, did you, mister?” the voice on the other end told him. “Well, there was. Me. I saw the whole thing.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“The guy you hit. I saw the whole thing. I saw you run him down and then keep going. Okay, it’s no skin off my nose. I just thought you might be grateful. But as long as you’re not—”

A note of desperation crept into Reeves’ voice. “I still don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“This morning around five. You hit and killed an old man. So okay, he was just an old bum. But the police still get narrow-minded about drunks who kill and run. Even if it is just an old bum.”

“How did you get this number?” Reeves demanded.

“Easy. I took down your license plate. I got contacts. They ran you down for me. But I guess I just wasted my time; I guess the police will be more interested than you are.”

“You’re not bluffing me, whoever you are. I wasn’t alone. I have a witness who—”

The voice at the other end chuckled. “A tip from me to the cops and one look at the front end of your car would make that witness look pretty silly. I’m going to give you a break. I’ll wait until five this afternoon before I do anything about the police. I’ll give you a ring then. Be near the phone.”

There was a click as the connection was broken at the far end. Reeves took the receiver from his ear, stared at it as if he had never seen it before, then dropped it on its hook. He reached over, turned on the light on the night table.

He tried to reach into his subconscious, dredge out some recollection of what had happened the night before. He drew pretty much of a blank.

The blonde stirred uneasily, opened her eyes. She sat up, pulled the sheet up to her throat, smiled at him tentatively. “How do you feel, lover?”

Reeves raked his fingers through his hair. “What do you remember about last night, Marta?”

The blonde considered, smiled vaguely, shook her head. “Not too much. Why?”

“We get into any trouble?”

Marta brushed her long blond hair out of her face with the side of her hand. “You couldn’t prove anything by me.”

“Think hard. It’s important.”

The blonde pursed her lips, considered. “Last thing I remember is when they put us out of the key club. Next thing I remember is right now.” She eyed him solicitously. “Something happen?”

“I just got a telephone call. Some guy claims we were involved in a hit-and-run accident last night.”

Marta started violently. The sheet fell away as she sat up, baring her to the waist. Her breasts were full, tip tilted. The brown, nut color of her body was crossed by the contrasting white streak that outlined the thin wisp of brassière she wore with her bikini.

“A hit-and-run accident?”

Reeves nodded.

“How bad?” Marta wanted to know.

The big man licked at his lips. “Real bad. He claims I killed the guy I hit and ran for it.” He caught the girl by the arm. “Think hard! Do you remember us hitting anybody?”

The blonde stared at him, oblivious to the fact that she was uncovered from the waist up. She shook her head. “I can’t remember a thing.” She winced as he increased his pressure. “You’re hurting my arm.”

He released his grip, got to his feet and paced the room. She followed him with anxious eyes.

“But if it’s just his word against yours—” she started to say.

Reeves stopped pacing. “He said something about the front of my car.” He rushed over to the chair where his clothes were piled. He could tell at a glance the condition he was in when he went to bed. If his clothes were neatly folded on the chair, he was in pretty good shape. If they were just tossed across the back of the chair, he had been feeling no pain. But if they were all rolled into a ball and thrown at the chair, to hit or miss, he had been stoned. The ball that was his jacket had hit the chair, his pants had missed it, lay rolled up in the corner. He started to dress.

“What are you going to do?” Marta wanted to know.

“Take a look at my car. He’s bluffing. He’s got to be bluffing.” He stuffed his legs into his pants, shrugged into his jacket. “I’ll be right back.”

After Reeves had rushed out of the room, Marta Shane headed for the shower. She was walking out of the bathroom, toweling her hair vigorously, fifteen minutes later, when the door to the bedroom slammed open. An ashen-faced Andrew Reeves tottered into the room, dropped into a chair.

“What’s wrong?” Marta wanted to know. She stood there, totally unself-conscious of her nakedness. Her legs were long, sensuously shaped. Full, rounded thighs swelled into high-set hips and converged into a narrow waist. But Reeves had no eyes for her just then. He stared fixedly at the floor.

“The front fender. It’s folded like an accordion. The headlight’s smashed to bits.” He held his hand out in front of him, stared at the bright stain, wiped it off on the side of the chair. He rolled his eyes up to the girl’s face. “The front of the car’s smeared with blood.” The blonde gnawed at her knuckle. “What are you going to do about it?”

“What do you think I’m going to do about it? You think I’ve got a choice? A man in my position involved in a hit-and-run accident?” He suddenly looked old. “I’m going to pay. I’m going to pay whatever he asks, God help me.”


CHAPTER 2

It was raining again the following Thursday night when a damp and bedraggled Johnny Liddell wandered into Mike’s Deadline Café. He headed for the bar, signaled for a drink.

Mike shuffled down to where Liddell stood, reached to the backbar for a bottle of scotch. He slid it in front of Johnny, brought a glass and some ice up from the well.

“Your secretary reach you, Johnny? She called here a couple of times around eight. Said it was important.”

Liddell grunted, looked up at the clock on the wall, saw it was after twelve. “It can probably wait until morning.”

Mike shrugged. “Suit yourself. All I know is she kept calling and said it was important. She said to tell you to call her whatever time you dropped by.” He tilted the scotch bottle over the glass, filled it to the rim. He reached for the water pitcher tentatively.

“No water. I’ve seen all the water I want to see. Out there. It’s been pouring all night.”

Mike replaced the bottle on the backbar. “Like I said, it’s your business. But that girl of yours sounded real insistent.”

Liddell grunted. “Okay, okay. So I’ll call her.” He picked up his glass, shuffled toward the bank of telephones in the rear. He took a deep swallow from the glass, located a dime and dialed his secretary’s home number.

Pinky’s voice sounded sleepy when she answered on the third ring. Liddell could picture the rumpled, curly red hair, the sleepy eyes, the moist lips and the musky smell of her.

“Johnny?” the redhead wanted to know. “What time is it?”

“Wouldn’t it be easier for you to get an alarm clock than to have me calling you in the middle of the night to tell you what time it is?” he growled.

Pinky giggled. “My, we are grouchy tonight, aren’t we?”

“I don’t know about you. But standing in the rain for two hours to check on how long it takes that fat dame’s husband to score isn’t my idea of a reason to keep smiling. I don’t care how broke we are, this is the last divorce case we take—”

“Of course,” the redhead told him sweetly. “Matter of fact I’ve already called Acme and asked them if they could spare a man to take this one off our hands.”

Liddell scowled suspiciously. “What is this? First, you bulldoze me into taking the case because we’re going to be evicted. Now, you decide it’s okay to scratch it.”

“I persuaded you to take the case. But that was before we got this new client.” She giggled. “You sound waterlogged.”

“Half drowned. Instead of finding it so damn funny, why don’t you invite me to come to your place and get into something warm?”

“You weren’t listening. I told you we have a new client.”

“So, okay. We’ve got a new client. That’s tomorrow. Tonight, we could—”

“Uh-uh. Our new client wants action right away. Said she wants to see you tonight.”

Liddell groaned. “Have a heart, will you? It’s after midnight. I’m soaked to the skin and I’m dead on my feet,” he complained. “Besides, you don’t go barging in on people at this hour—”

“You’ve got plenty of time to go home and get in some dry clothes. This is just the middle of the afternoon for our new client. She’s the hat-chick at Morgan’s Cave.”

Liddell took a deep swallow from his glass, appreciated the warm glow it set up in the pit of his stomach. “Well—”

“Got a real sexy voice. The kind that gives your goose pimples goose pimples. She’ll be expecting you any time after two. That’s the time she usually gets home.”

“The hatcheck girl at Morgan’s Cave?” Liddell furrowed his brow in concentration. “Her name’s Debbie something, isn’t it?”

“Debbie Rains. I might have known you’d know her.”

Liddell conjured up a picture of the peasant blouse stacked with goodies, the tight skimpy shorts and the long, well-shaped legs. Suddenly, he didn’t feel quite so tired any more. “I remember her. She’s just a kid.”

“Sounded like it. Seventeen going on twenty-nine, like.”

“Maybe I should drop by. Can’t tell what kind of trouble the kid’s in.”

Pinky giggled. “That’s what I like about you, Johnny. You’d never let a girl down—especially not at two in the morning and never when her voice sounds like the sound track from a stag movie. Besides, she sounded like she’s the type who might not wait until tomorrow.”

“We never sleep. Service with a smile, that’s our motto.”

“From here it sounds more like a leer than a smile. Got a pencil? You’ll probably need her address. A good detective you may be, but not that good.” She paused, then read, “426 West 54th Street, Apartment 2B.”

Liddell copied the information on the back of an envelope. “Some days it doesn’t pay to get out of bed,” he complained.

“Depends on who’s in it with you,” the redhead told him as she hung up.

* * * *

Pinky had told him that the girl’s voice would give his goose pimples goose pimples. Looking down at her, stretched out on the couch in front of him, he had to admit that the rest of her belonged to the voice.

She lay there, one arm stretched over her head, the loosely tied dressing gown gaping sufficiently to reveal the deep hollow between her breasts that served to accentuate their prominence and roundness.

Her hair was the color of burnished copper, cut close to her head, curved softly. Her eyes, showing under carefully tinted, half-closed lids were blue, slanted. Her lips were full, soft looking; her teeth small and white.

She was redheaded. She was stacked. She was also very dead.

The thin red stream that ran from the corner of her mouth matched the large darkening stain on the side of her dressing gown.

Johnny Liddell tore his eyes away from the dead girl, looked around the apartment. There was no sign of a struggle, no indication that the girl had any warning or any opportunity to fight off her killer. The only thing amiss was the half-opened door when he arrived. He had knocked twice, and when no one answered, he had pushed it open and walked in. It was understandable that the killer, in his haste to leave, might have neglected to shut the door.

Liddell was about to investigate the two doors leading off the room when there was a heavy clatter of feet on the stairs outside. He went for the .45 in his holster as the door crashed open, froze with the tips of his fingers brushing the gun butt. Two uniformed patrolmen stood in the doorway, service revolvers in hand. The gun in the hand of the first cop was aimed at a spot a few inches above Liddell’s belt buckle.

“Don’t move, mister,” the cop advised. All things considered, Liddell thought it was good advice.

The cop stepped to the side so his partner could enter the room, circle over to get a better look at the body on the couch. His eyes took in the salient points, he rolled them up from the body to Liddell’s face with reluctance. He motioned with the snout of his gun for Liddell to turn around.

“Okay, mister. Face the wall, spread your feet and lean the flat of your hands against the wall. Keep backing up until I tell you to stop.”

Liddell obeyed. When he was completely off balance, with most of his weight on his hands, the patrolman walked over behind him.

“Not that it’ll ever blossom into a friendship, mister,” the cop told him, “but I’ll give you a friendly tip. Don’t go trying anything fancy. A guy I’m fanning once tried to waltz with me. I had to kick him in the side of the knee. He don’t do much dancing any more. He’s lucky if he can walk. You know?”

“I read you.”

The policeman checked Liddell between the shoulder blades down to his waist, along the waist up under the coat to the armpit. He tugged Liddell’s .45 from its holster. Then he checked the right trouser leg, moved to the other side and repeated the procedure. When he was satisfied Liddell had no other gun, he joined his partner who was standing alongside the couch, staring down at the girl.

“Quite a dish,” the older of the two cops commented.

“If you like cold turkey,” his partner grunted. “Me, I like mine walking and talking.”

“Wait’ll you’ve been married thirty years,” the older man prophesied. “Maybe then the quiet ones will appeal to you more.”

“If you guys are finished discussing your sex lives, is it okay if I straighten up?” Liddell asked.

“What’s the matter, son? You’re not getting tired, are you?” the older cop asked. He turned, saw the beaded perspiration that was starting to glisten along the side of Liddell’s jaw. “I saw a picture once. This real tough guy could take twenty minutes of that.”

“Maybe you don’t have to be tough to kill women,” his partner said.

“I didn’t kill her,” Liddell growled. “She was that way when I got here.”

The older cop hefted the .45 on the flat of his hand. “You always go calling on young chicks this time of day with a .45?”

“I’m a private detective. I’ve got a license for that gun.”

“A hunting license?” The younger cop’s eyes flickered back to the dead girl. “Nobody ever tell you there’s a closed season on doe? That’s a real waste of good material, mister. There was plenty of good mileage left in that chassis.” He rolled his eyes up to Liddell. “Let’s let him straighten up, Vince. Maybe he’ll get some ideas. I sure would like to see how tough a guy has to be to kill a girl.”

Homicide heralded its arrival by the wail of the siren in the street below.

“That’s Homicide. Tell them your story, mister,” the older of the uniformed cops advised. “Make it real good. Sergeant Ryan’s a good listener.”

They waited until a plainclothesman came rushing up. A red-faced sergeant followed him into the room, looked around. The plainclothesman took the older cop off to the far side of the room, started copying some information the cop read to him from his notebook.

“I’m Ryan, sergeant in Homicide. Who’s this man?” the red-faced man asked the younger cop.

“Says he’s a private detective. We found him in here with the body when we got here.” He nodded to the .45 on the table. “He was armed, says he has a license for it.”

The sergeant turned back to Liddell. “Suppose you tell me.”

Johnny shrugged. “It’s like he says. I’m a private detective. Name’s Liddell. I have a license for the gun.”

Ryan scowled at him. “So he said. What he didn’t say is what you were doing here. You tell me.”

“I had a call from Miss Rains.” He indicated the bundle on the couch. “She wanted to see me. I got here, found her like that. Before I had a chance to look around, Tweedledee and Tweedledum walked in on me.”

“You keep pretty late hours.” The sergeant checked his watch, “It’s after three. How long ago did you say you got here?”

“Around two-thirty.”

Ryan pursed his lips. “Funny time to be making a business call, even in a funny business.”

“So we’ve got a lousy union. Besides, getting here at that time wasn’t my idea. She was a hatcheck girl, didn’t get home until two. I figured to give her enough time to get into something comfortable.”

The sergeant stared at him with no sign of enthusiasm. He shouldered past him, walked over to the couch and bent over the dead girl. He touched the tip of his finger to the darkening stain on her dressing gown, studied it. “She’s been dead more than an hour from the amount of coagulation. A lot more than an hour.” He brought a pencil from his pocket, drew the point of it through the corner of the stain. When the pencil left a mark instead of the blood covering up the track as the pencil was drawn through, he looked up thoughtfully. “It’s a pretty rough test,” he conceded, “but I’d say she was dead a couple of hours at least. Where’d you get this call? In Chicago?”

“I didn’t get the call personally. Miss Rains reached my secretary about eight last night. I was on a stakeout and didn’t get the message until after twelve. I was soaked to the skin, went home, took a shower and changed before I came over here.”

“This can all be checked, you know.”

Liddell shrugged. “Be my guest. I finished the stakeout at about twelve, went to Mike’s Deadline Café. You know the joint?”

The Homicide man nodded.

“Mike had a message for me to call my secretary at home. I called her. She told me to get over here around two or later.” He glanced at the girl on the couch. “The door was open, so I walked in. I found her just like that.”

The sergeant turned to one of the plainclothesmen who was supervising the setting up of a departmental camera, taking measurements and preparing for the arrival of the medical examiner’s men. “You heard the man, Ray. Call Mike’s Deadline. Ask them if”—he consulted the notes the uniformed man had made—“if a private eye named Johnny Liddell was in there tonight and at what time. Also, ask Mike if he had any kind of a message for Liddell, and if so, what was the message.”

He handed the uniformed officer back his notebook. “Okay. You and your partner can take off. We’ll handle from here.”

When the two patrolmen had left, the sergeant held out his hand. “Let’s have a look at that license you keep bragging about.”

Liddell dug into his breast pocket, brought out his wallet, passed it over. He watched while the red-faced man flipped through it. He paused for a desultory examination of Liddell’s private detective license, wrinkled his nose as he handed the wallet back. “Amazing what some people will do for a living.”

Liddell’s retort was cut off by the plainclothesman, who was just hanging up the phone. He bobbed his head. “Mike knows this Liddell well. Says he was in there from just after twelve to about one. He was soaked from a stakeout so he was going home to change his clothes.”

The sergeant managed to look unhappy. “The message? What about the message?”

The plainclothesman nodded again. “Mike had a message for him to call his secretary. Says Liddell didn’t want to make the call, but he kept telling him it was important.” He eyed Liddell incuriously. “Doesn’t know why it was so important or what it was about.”

Ryan swore softly, turned to Liddell. “This secretary of yours. What’s her telephone number?”

“Wilton 2-2054.”

“Get her,” the sergeant snapped. He watched while the plainclothesman dialed with flicks of his index finger. He identified himself, started to ask questions, looked over to the sergeant with a helpless shrug. “She says she won’t answer any questions without talking to Liddell first.”

“The hell she won’t,” Ryan growled. “Give me that phone.” He crossed to the telephone, pulled the instrument out of the plainclothesman’s hand. “This is Sergeant Ryan of Homicide—” He broke off for a moment, scowled. “Of course I know what time it is, lady. I just told you this is Homicide and—” He broke off, listened for a moment. When he resumed, some of the bluster had gone out of his voice. “Okay, lady, okay. We appreciate your co-operation. I just want to ask one question and you don’t have to answer it. In fact, I half hope you won’t.” He glared at Liddell. “Because if you don’t, I’m going to drag this boss of yours downtown, book him for withholding information and toss him in the pokey. Now, did you give Liddell a message tonight and what was it?”

He peered over at where Liddell was smoking with no sign of concern. Pinky’s voice could be heard in the quiet room, chirping over the receiver. Ryan frowned slightly. “What time was it when he called you?” He listened to the answer, the frown deepened. “You’re sure that’s the first time you spoke to him about it?” The chirping from the other end got louder. “No, lady, I’m not questioning your word. I just want to be sure that’s the earliest he got that message.” He nodded unhappily at the response. “Thank you very much. Sorry to have disturbed you.”

“Satisfied?” Liddell wanted to know.

The sergeant pushed his fedora to the back of his head, brought a balled handkerchief from his pocket, swabbed at his forehead. “That’s quite a spitfire you got there. I don’t blame you for working nights if she minds the store during the day.”

“You can’t blame her for getting annoyed. She needs her beauty sleep and she’s not likely to get it if people keep calling up at all hours of the night to ask silly questions.” When the sergeant ignored him, he added, “Do I get to ask a question?”

Ryan squinted at him. “You can ask a hundred questions. I don’t guarantee you’ll get any answers.”

“How come you boys came busting in here so conveniently? Just in time to walk in on me prowling the joint?”

The sergeant considered, shrugged. “I guess there’s no harm in answering that one. We roll on a squeal. A squeal came in, so we rolled.”

“Yeah, but she’s dead a couple of hours. How come the minute I show up, you get the squeal?”

Ryan scowled at him. “You got any complaints about how fast we roll, you take them to the police commissioner.” He tugged his notebook out of his pocket, dug out a stub of pencil. He wet the tip of the lead on the tip of his tongue. “Name’s Johnny Liddell—” He looked up. “Let’s see that ticket of yours again.”

Liddell passed his wallet over, the sergeant copied some of the information into his notebook. He handed the wallet back. “I guess we’ll be able to find you when we want you.”

“I won’t be far away.”

The sergeant stowed his notebook in his hip pocket. “You got any idea of sticking your nose into this investigation, forget it. Murder is police business.”

“Not if I’m the one to get murdered.”

Ryan’s perpetual frown deepened. “Meaning?”

“Debbie Rains was killed because she knew something that was dangerous to someone. Suppose that someone thinks she passed that information along to me. In that case, I could be bucking for a slab in the morgue.”

“Now, just a minute. I thought your story was that you got the message from your secretary, that by the time you got here the girl was already dead, that you never had a chance to talk to her. If you never talked to her—”

“I know I never talked to her. You know I never talked to her. But maybe the killer doesn’t. And maybe he’s the neat kind that doesn’t like to leave loose ends?”

“It’s your time if you want to waste it. But remember this—don’t get in our way and don’t foul things up.” He dismissed Liddell with a toss of his head. “Now get out of here and get back to your keyholes. We have work to do.”


CHAPTER 3

The neon lights over Morgan’s Cave had been doused and the front of the club was dark by the time the cab bringing Johnny Liddell banged its front tire against the curb, squealed to a stop.

The cabby swung around on his seat. “You want I should wait, boss?” He was a wizened little man with a short stub of cigarette burning perilously close to his lips.

Liddell shook his head. He brought a roll of bills out of his pocket, peeled one off, stuck it through the window.

The cabby shrugged. “It’s your head if you like to wear it with bumps on it.”

Liddell looked up at him. “What’s that mean?”

“Just a friendly tip. Without you got one waiting, it’s easier to pick up Natalie Wood than to pick up a hack around here at this hour. You know how many muggings they rack up here in this precinct in a night? You know how far’s the nearest subway?”

“A couple of blocks.”

“A couple of blocks, he says.” The cabby rolled his eyes heavenward as though asking for guidance. “So when you get to the subway, where are you? A local stop. You know how often runs the local trains at this hour?” He brought his eyes down to Liddell’s face. “You should have so long to pay your income tax.”

Liddell opened the cab door, stepped out.

The expressive shrug the cabby gave as he watched Johnny cross the sidewalk to the short flight of stairs that led to the darkened club indicated that he thought Liddell would be more at home in Creedmore than on 64th Street. He ground the cab into gear, roared away from the curb and by the time Liddell was down the short flight of stairs, the cab was a red light blinking in the distance.

Although the neon and the vestibule lights were off, a dim light filtering from the inner room indicated that someone was still in the club. Liddell tried the door. It opened and he walked in. He crossed the small, dark vestibule with its hatcheck alcove, walked to the entrance to the supper room.

Chairs were piled on tables, an unshaded bulb spilled a blinding light from the dance floor to the ringside area where a cleaning woman was doing a halfhearted job of chasing the dust and cigarette butts around with a broom.

In the rear, two men were sitting at a table playing gin. One wore a fedora pushed to the back of his head. He sat scowling at his cards, his jacket hanging over the back of his chair. Liddell recognized him as Pete Degna, Morgan’s right-hand man and bouncer. The other, wearing the peaked hat of the doorman, was a stranger to him.

Johnny picked his way through the empty tables to where they sat. Neither man acknowledged his presence until he stopped alongside their table.

“Joint’s closed. Come back some other time.” Rocky, the doorman, reached for the discard pile, picked up a red ace, discarded a ten of spades.

“I want to see Morgan,” Liddell told Pete.

The bodyguard ignored him, reached for the ten of spades, scowled when Liddell caught his sleeve. His eyes rolled from the card to the hand holding his sleeve, up into Liddell’s face. His eyes were a washed-out, expressionless blue, his nose showed signs of having been broken, his mouth was a thin, bloodless slash in the fish-belly white of his face. “You heard the man. We’re closed. We don’t give benefit performances for single-o’s.” He yanked his sleeve free, reached for the card on the discard pile.

While he was fitting it into his hand, Liddell put the sole of his foot against the side of Pete’s chair, knocked it over sideways, sent the bodyguard sprawling.

The man in the doorman’s cap jumped to his feet, looked for a moment as if he were going to jump Liddell, thought better of it and backed away.

Pete was on the floor, struggling to disentangle himself from the wreckage of the chair. He was swearing loud, viciously. When he finally freed himself, he got to his feet, dug into his pocket, came up with a knife. He touched a button, a four-inch blade sprang into place. He tested the point of the blade on the ball of his thumb.

“I guess you never met the peeper, Rock.” He glared at Liddell through slitted eyes. “This is Liddell. Scrounges for nickels peeking through keyholes. He thinks he’s tough. Let’s see if he bleeds like other people when he’s cut.” He got into a semicrouch, started circling slowly, knife held waist high, blade up.

Rocky backed away, watched as Pete started to close the distance between himself and Liddell. Pete slashed out tentatively, permitted the corners of his thin lips to twist upward as Liddell backed slowly away. Too late, he saw that Liddell was backing toward Rocky’s empty chair. He moved in, slashing upward in a lunge that should have laid Johnny open from belt button to Adam’s apple.

Liddell picked up the chair, held the four legs aimed at Pete, the blade scraped against the wooden bottom of the seat. Liddell jabbed with the chair, one of the legs caught Pete in the chest, staggered him slightly. He kept jabbing with the knife, Liddell parried the blows expertly with the chair. Now, Liddell was taking the offensive. Pete eyed the approaching chair warily, threw caution to the winds, and lunged in.

As soon as he was within striking distance, Liddell kicked out with his heel, had the satisfaction of hearing the other man howl with pain as the side of the heel made contact with his shin. Liddell tossed aside the chair, caught Pete in an armlock and heaved. The bodyguard’s feet left the floor, he crashed against the wall, and crumpled to the floor in a heap. The knife was jarred from his nerveless fingers, skidded across the floor to where Liddell stood. He bent over, picked it up.

Johnny walked back to where Pete lay huddled, reached down, grabbed a handful of the front of his shirt, yanked him to his feet. The bodyguard stood there swaying, a dribble of saliva glistening from the end of his lips to the point of his chin. He had difficulty keeping his eyes from rolling, finally managed to focus them on Liddell’s face. His lips rolled back in a snarl, baring his teeth; his eyes became thin slits, his voice was almost inaudible. “There’ll be other times, other places.”

Liddell touched the tip of the blade to Pete’s Adam’s apple, nicked the skin. The snarl went slack, the man’s eyes widened until the washed-out pupils were surrounded with white. He jerked his head back, touched his finger to the nick, brought it away with a fine smear of blood.

“I don’t like people who wave an edge at me, Degna,” Liddell told him. “You like cold steel so much, maybe I ought to let you taste it.” He brought the blade up again, the other man flattened against the wall. His lips were moving, forming words, but no sound came out. His eyes seemed hypnotized by the glitter of the bare blade.

“Okay, that’s enough,” a new voice commanded from behind them.

Liddell let the knife hand drop to his side, turned around. He grinned crookedly. Race Morgan stood in the doorway to his office; the muzzle of the .38 he held in his hand had picked out a spot above Liddell’s kidney.

“So I finally get to see Morgan after all?” Liddell grinned.

“You’re lucky you can still see,” the night-club owner growled. “A man comes out, finds a trespasser threatening his help with an edge, he’s got a right to shoot first ask questions afterward. You know?” He rolled his eyes over to the man standing flattened against the wall.

Pete licked at his lips, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. His eyes made a circuit of the room, avoided Morgan’s. “He jumped me when I wasn’t expecting it. Ask Rocky.”

The night-club operator snorted. “You better go home and get into a dry pair of pants.”

The bodyguard made a stab at bravado, didn’t quite make it. “You think he was scaring me? I—”

“You sure could have fooled me. You looked like you were going to shake yourself loose from your skin. Go on, get out of here.” He turned to Rocky. “You, too, hero.”

The doorman shook his head. “Look, Mr. Morgan. I got hired to open and close car doors. You want somebody to go up against guys like this, you got yourself the wrong boy.”

“Get out, both of you.”

Pete sidled cautiously around Liddell, backed toward the doorway leading to the vestibule. The doorman scurried on ahead of him, disappeared into the cloakroom area. At the doorway, Pete turned. “Like I said, shamus, there’ll be other times, other places.”

Liddell grinned at him. “You forgot something, Pete.” He reversed the knife, caught it by the tip of the blade. He brought his hand back, the knife whistled across the room, bit deeply into the wall near the bodyguard’s head. Degna reacted violently, turned to run. Then, as an afterthought, he tugged the knife loose, stuck it in his pocket and disappeared in the same direction as the doorman.

Liddell turned back to Race Morgan.

“You were pretty rough with my boy, Liddell. You should know I don’t like people who bust into my club after hours, rough up my help.”

“So I blew your vote in a popularity contest. Put up the gun, Race. It bugs me.”

The night-club man squinted at him. “It could do more than bug you, it could make you very dead.”

Liddell considered it, shook his head. “You put me on wheels and you bring a lot of heat. There are a lot of boys interested in your enterprises that wouldn’t appreciate that. That could buy you a pair of cement overshoes for wading in the East River. Your meatball out there might not think it through. But you would, Race. You were always the brains type, not muscle.”

The night-club operator looked undecided, stowed the .38 in his waistband.

Morgan was no stranger to violence when it was unavoidable, but he had always preferred brains over muscle. Like that, he had managed to stay on the sidelines over the years, watching the hot-shots, their pasts filled with gunned and slashed bodies they had muscled on the way up, their future filled with the shadowy figures of the ones destined to climb over their bodies on the scramble to the top.
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