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  The Liar’s Table


The Honeybee’s Sting was a speakeasy back in Prohibition days, in a big brick Lincoln Park building in Chicago. The main floor was a Chinese laundry. Upstairs was Madame Ixnay’s, a house of what you might call ill repute, with eight working girls. 
It was a classy joint, as far as those things went.
The bribes it took to keep that place open flowed like the Chicago River into Lake Michigan—polluted and thick.
The Boss was a big man, broad in the shoulders, with a big bushy mustache and dark hair. He had impeccable taste in suits and a knack for getting supplies of decent liquor, sometimes even with the right labels on the outside. He was connected to at least two crime families but somehow managed to stay independent. Everyone knew the Boss was bringing in the liquor via the laundry carts, but as long as the bottles weren’t sticking out from under the piles of towels and bedsheets, the cops pretended not to notice. 
The Honeybee’s Sting was down in the basement. The outside of the building was plain brick, nothing fancy. You’d get there by car. The driver would pull up to a door in the alleyway, a huge double steel door stenciled with the words KNOCK FOR SERVICE.
You’d get out of the car, dressed to the nines, and knock on the door with whatever the secret code was that week, and either the door would open or it wouldn’t.
That door was never wrong. There was a lock on it but we never used it. It was just that the door would open…or it wouldn’t.
Like magic.
You’d go inside through a plain brick landing stacked with empty laundry carts, then down some cement stairs to the basement, where there was another heavy door, oak this time. You’d knock the code on the door again, and someone would have to swing it open to let you in. 
Light and sound would come spilling out, and the smell of alcohol and perfume and men in heavy coats sweating like pigs, the sound of Black men playing jazz or an octoroon crooning, voices chattering, the sound of glass smashing, of women laughing.
You stepped inside that door and the temperature went up at least twenty degrees. The door slammed behind you, and you were in.
Back then, speakeasies couldn’t afford to be all that fancy, unless they were run directly by the mob. You had to be ready for the cops to seize whatever they could get their hands on. The patrons weren’t too gentle on things, either. 
So the Honeybee’s Sting wasn’t all that much to look at in 1929. After Prohibition ended, we fancied it up, but that was later.
In 1929, the walls were open brickwork and the floors were bare cement. A high oak table served as the bar and there were high, round tables around the edges of the room. One corner was cleared for the musicians, and the center of the room was cleared out for dancing. Silk palm trees stood in pots in the corner, half-hiding the spittoons. Bare bulbs hung from overhead on cords. 
Behind the bar was a door that led to a reinforced smuggler’s closet that was hidden behind a second door at the back of a shallow safe—not a place you wanted to get locked up in at night, but it did mean that the cops couldn’t get at the liquor stores during a raid. 
Opposite the safe was a door to the back room, which used to be the coal cellar. The coal furnace had been replaced a few years ago with a gas furnace that worked more efficiently, and didn’t require stoking. 
At least, that’s what everyone said had happened. But I never saw where that gas furnace was in that basement, or anywhere else for that matter. We had radiators for heat and no end to the amount of hot water for the ladies to wash clothes in, but I never saw a hot-water tank, either. Dom told me not to worry about it.
If the Boss was big, Dom, the bartender, was bigger.
Dom was his own favorite bouncer. If it was busy, the Boss might send one or two guys over to help him, but mostly what they did was answer the door and pour drinks for the girls. I never saw a one of those other guys have to lift a finger against a customer. Dom took it as a point of pride to handle things personally. Word got around. Dom would let loose on some scumbag about once every six months. There was one time Dom cut a guy’s pinky finger off, right in the bar. I put it in a jar of milk to help keep it fresh while he saw if a doctor could sew it back on again. 
Dom had an on-again, off-again middle-European accent. He used to talk to the bar itself, and that’s when the accent would come out. “Tair tair,” he’d tell the bar while wiping it. “Is only scratch, noboty means bat. Only scratch.” Then he’d turn around and, in a pure Chicago nasal accent that went straight through your eardrums, would yell, “Hey mister, you gonna get yer fat ass offa that tabletop, or yam I gonna have ta come over and remove it?”
The tables were small, the Black jazz musicians were all right when you could hear them, the girls serving drinks were pretty and had sharpened fingernails, and I washed dishes, mopped floors, swept out spiderwebs, and served as general dogsbody.
They called me Kid. I started working there in 1927 and stayed after Prohibition ended, all the way to 1949 when it closed. Some new folks re-opened the bar in 1993. It wasn’t the same. Whether that was a good thing or a bad thing, I couldn’t tell you. Just different.
The Honeybee’s Sting had a number of incidents worth telling stories about, but one in particular sticks in my mind.
The date was December 29th. Two nights later, it would be one of the busiest days of the year, with everyone out looking to celebrate the change from one decade to another. But the twenty-ninth was a cold Sunday night, cold enough to freeze your spit before it hit the ground, a night so cold it couldn’t snow. It was windy as hell, though, and what snow there was on the ground whipped around like knives. 
In short, it was a slow night, even for the girls upstairs. Nobody wanted to go anywhere. Even the jazz trio, always desperate for tips, hadn’t showed up.
And yet that night, the back room had been reserved for special guests.
The back room was darker and damper than the main room and had a low ceiling, just high enough that I didn’t hit my head. Two walls were nothing but rough brick, and the far wall had an old coal chute that had been rebuilt as a back exit against police raids.
When I had come in for the night, Dom had told me, “The Boss wants you to serve the special guests tonight, so the girls can go home.”
I said I was game, and the girls left gratefully. I even got a kiss on the cheek from one of them. Problem was, I was so shy I could barely stutter out my own name, let alone make witty banter. I hoped I wouldn’t have to say much. Maybe the whole thing would be cancelled due to weather. 
I finished up my chores early, then sat at a table, reading an old back issue of Black Mask that I had in my back pocket. I reread one of the Continental Op stories, and waited.

      [image: ]The first of the special guests to come in was a dame, a real flapper type, the kind of woman who normally only appears on the arm of some guy wearing a pinstriped monkey suit. (She was the kind of gal that the Boss liked to show off.) I heard her before I saw her. She clomped noisily down the stairs, loud as a cow, then banged on the oak door at the bottom.
From behind the bar, Dom yelled, “Who da hell comes into a joint on a night like this?” 
He stomped over to the door, threw it open, and burst into a smile. He said the dame’s name and she snuggled up to him, giving him a big fat kiss on the cheek, kicking up one heel and standing on tiptoe on the other. She was wearing a shiny otter-fur coat and a slinky green dress underneath, kitten heels and a Marcel wave in her copper hair, dark red bow-shaped lips drawn in with pencil and lipstick, in two different colors. 
I’m sure you won’t mind if I just call her “the Dame.” It’s not like there were two of her. 
Dom showed her into the back room, and I folded up my magazine and stuffed it into my back pocket. I ducked through the doorway and stuck my head in. 
“Need anything, Dom? F-for the lady?”
The Dame looked at me and lifted her eyebrows, which were penciled-in arches. In a little-girl voice she exclaimed, “Oh, my! Aren’t you the tall one?” 
“Y-yes,” I said. And blushed.
She laughed. “Oh, Dom. Can I keep him?”
“No,” Dom said in his middle-European accent, “Da kid belongs to da bar. You can only borrow him.”
The Dame laughed, throaty and deep, then in the little-girl voice said, “Dom’ll bring me something in a minute, sweetie.”
“T-take your coat?”
“Ooh, it’s chilly down here tonight,” she said. “Ask me later, when the room fills up.”
“Okay, miss.”
She blew me a kiss, and I excused myself right back out the door. Dom bustled in and out, bringing her a drink.
The next special guest was Madame Ixnay herself, from upstairs.
She had olive skin and black eyes and smooth black hair in a bob, a patch of silver strands at one temple. I couldn’t have told you her age. She could have been twenty-five; she could have been sixty. Under a dark wool coat, she was dressed in an ivory silk dress with a long white bow. She looked like a statue of Venus or an Egyptian goddess, something you’d have to go to a museum to see.
“Hello, kid,” she said. She had a deep voice, mannish, that always ruffled up the hairs on the back of my neck.
“Madame,” I said, trying to give her a little bow. Dom was out of sight in the other room. “Are you here for the back room?”
She nodded. 
I said, “Cold night out,” while she handed me her dark wool coat.
“A good night for intimate whispers.”
I didn’t know what to say to that, so I shut my mouth, suddenly reminded how little I knew of what was going on. I started to lead her toward the back room.
“Still reading the magazines?” she asked, slipping the copy of Black Mask out of my back pocket in a way that was more suggestive than any double-entendre delivered by one of her girls.
“Y-yeah.”
“You going to write for them one day?”
I felt a hot line of embarrassment ripple straight up my spine. “N-no.”
“You should. Use the stories from this place! Just change the names so the Boss doesn’t find out.” She winked at me, then disappeared into the room. I hung up her coat on a rack by the door. The coat was dry and not even cold. She must have walked straight down from upstairs.
She had left my copy of Black Mask on the bar, so I picked it up, trying to decide on whether to keep reading or hide it away for the rest of the night. It wasn’t like I hadn’t read the stories before. 
A heavy set of footsteps began coming down the stairs. 
I walked over to the coat rack and tucked the magazine into my winter coat, then went to do the door to answer it.
I recognized him at first sight, of course—I had read every story of his from the pulps I could find. I was tempted to get my copy of Black Mask back out of my coat and get him to sign it, but he scowled at me with his wild black eyebrows and I changed my mind. 
What he was doing in Chicago, I didn’t know. Unlike Madame Ixnay’s, his coat was cold and sparkling with melting snowflakes. 
He handed me his hat and coat.
“Sir,” I said, too awed to say anything else.
“I’m here for a private gathering,” he said, his voice sounding thin. Then he started coughing, a terrible noise. I took a step toward him, but he held out one hand and gestured me to wait while he coughed into a red print handkerchief. 
“The room’s b-back here, sir,” I said, when he had finished. 
“Thank you, son.” 
I led him to the back room, where he was warmly greeted by the ladies, and by a solemn nod from Dom. I hung around for a second. It’s not every day that you meet one of your heroes. 
The Detective-turned-writer said, “Shouldn’t you-know-who be here already?”
Dom said, “He hadta run an errand. He’ll get here when he gets here.”
“Does he have it?”
Dom put his hand on his chest. “I swear on the twisted oak over my grandmudder’s grave, in da old country. He has it. I seen it.”
The Detective’s shoulders relaxed. “And he’ll give it to me?” 
Dom shrugged. “It’s the prize for tonight. Whoever wins da contest, gets the prize. You got a good story, yah?”
At that, my ears pricked up. 
But before the Detective could answer, Dom turned to me and said, “I think I hear another one,” and I had to duck out before I heard the Detective’s answer.
This time, it wasn’t just one person coming down the stairs, but two. They moved at what seemed like a crawl. I heard an extra thump on the stairs here and there: a cane. The knock at the door was a thin tapping noise. I opened up.
The gent was both elderly and tall—although not as tall as I was. He was pale, so pale that his skin almost seemed like marble. He had thin, colorless lips and flat, deep-set eyes. Eyes without a soul. 
I recognized him from the newspapers. He was a rich, rich man. And a very old one.
I was surprised he’d been able to make it down the stairs, with or without the help of the young woman beside him.
Her I recognized, too. She was an actress from the West Coast, Chinese by birth. Not a leading lady—they didn’t let Chinese women lead anything, not then and hardly not now—but someone you’d recognize from her alluring, deep eyes.
The old man I’m going to call the Vampire. That’s what he was, an old bloodsucker. The Actress I’ll just call the Actress. Neither one of them gave me much of a once-over. They both seemed preoccupied by something, and barely saw me as I took their coats, which were both only lightly sprinkled with snowflakes.
“If you would follow me?” I asked. It was a lot easier to sound confident around a millionaire and a famous actress than it was to sound that way in front of one of your inspirations.
Slowly, we worked our way over to the open door of the back room. The Actress went in first and was greeted politely, but not warmly, although there was a certain look that passed between her and the Detective. 
When the Vampire followed her, everyone went dead silent. The hostility was so thick I could feel it prickling over my skin.
Dom said, “Sit, sit.”
The Vampire said, in an ancient voice, “I see that I have been forgiven for last time.”
The Detective said, “More or less. As long as I get what I came here for.”
“That, sir, is up to you.”
The two scowled at each other. 
Dom turned to me. “Kid, put the kettle on, wouldja? For tea. And open a bottle of white wine for this gentleman here. The good stuff.”
“Yes, sir.” 
I hung up the coats. We had a little electric hot plate wired up on the wood shelves along the back wall behind the bar, and I got it started. It took me a while to find the tea. It was in the liquor storage closet, inside the safe. We made hot toddies all year long, what with weather in Chicago being what it is, but hardly anybody ever requested actual tea. Then I went through what bottles of white wine we had, and took one of the bottles out of Dom’s separate reserve. I showed it to him and he nodded. I brought a glass of it out to the Vampire.
The tea kettle whistled on the hot plate and I ran back out to take it off. 
By then someone else was already knocking at the door.
The new guest was in a tan wool suit with a Nehru-collared shirt. He wore small, round eyeglasses, was bald, and had a bushy moustache and eyebrows to match. He flashed me a friendly smile as I came in, and I decided I liked him. 
He was definitely a tea guy. I showed him to the table and went back out to brew the tea without being asked. From inside the room I heard him speaking in a British accent. 
I ran him the tea and heard more steps coming down the stairs, slow and heavy. Footsteps bringing someone who didn’t much want to be there, that night.
I ducked back out to answer the door. It was a man I’d seen before, a doctor who sometimes visited the girls at Madame Ixnay’s, or who attended a customer of the Honeybee’s Sting when one was needed. He was so discreet that I didn’t know his name. Everyone just called him “the Good Doctor.” He was a colored man, not dark but not light enough to pass. 
I offered to take his coat, but he shook his head. “It shall have to be hung separately. It’s rather stained.”
I took a second look at him. He was dressed in an evening suit with a long wool coat buttoned up in front, all deep black, like he was mourning. He had been outside long enough to put a cold, wet shine on his skin, and his coat looked damp, even across the front, like he’d been splashed with something. I wondered if the cabs had refused to pick him up.
But it wasn’t until he unbuttoned his coat and took it off, draping it over a table, that I understood what he meant. His shirt cuffs were stained with blood.
I said, “Let me warm up some water for you to wash in. I can try to do something about the coat before it sets in. Dab it with rags, anyway, sir.”
He blinked at me, and said, “If you would. I thank you.”
I nodded. “If you’ll follow me, the others are back here.”
“I thank you,” he repeated.
I led him into the back room, and Dom showed him to a seat. 
Without greeting the others, the Good Doctor said, “I have an announcement. The last member of our party will not be arriving. He has had an accident.”
The Dame gasped with an almost comic over-reaction, but nobody else looked much surprised. 
The Good Doctor continued, “He was killed near here a few minutes ago, presumably while traveling to meet with the rest of us. I was called to try to save him, but was unable to do so.”
Dom stood next to me and murmured, “Lock the downstairs door, wouldja? Everyone that’s coming is already here, and we don’t want to be interrupted.”

      [image: ]I locked the downstairs door, poured the rest of the boiled water into a bucket and laid out some soap, set more water on to boil, then started working on the Good Doctor’s coat. I did what I could, but the dark wool was clotted and sodden with blood. I wondered if I should suggest the Good Doctor leave the coat with the ladies upstairs to clean, and borrow something else for the night.
From inside the room I heard them arguing about what had happened. To my surprise, it sounded like they were accusing each other of having done it, despite the fact that everyone in the room other than the Good Doctor had been downstairs at the time of the man’s death.
The Good Doctor dealt out the accusations.
“You,” he said, possibly to the Vampire, “being a Temperance man, have a great deal of money and no love of rum-runners. And you—” I thought this was directed toward the Dame— “Have had a grudge against the man since 1922, when he dropped you for another woman. You,” he might have told the Detective, “crossed paths with him before you left the Pinkertons, and old grudges run deep. While you,” I think he told Dom, “stand most to profit from his death.”
At that, goosebumps rose up on my flesh. The only death that Dom might stand to profit from was the Boss’s, and if the Boss had just been gunned down, that could be bad news for the employment of yours truly.
But the Good Doctor wasn’t done yet. “You are in the man’s debt,” he said, and I wasn’t sure who he was talking to, until Madame Ixnay said, “I did not—” and the Good Doctor snapped at her with a “We can get into denials in a moment, madame,” then continued with, “And who knows what you have been sent here by George to do.”
The only George who had been in the papers lately was King George of Great Britain. I guessed that the last statement had been addressed to the British gentleman with the mustache—which might make the Brit a spy. 
The Actress said, “And what about me? What motive would I have had?”
“You’re friends with a couple of other people at the table,” the Good Doctor said. “And that’s enough for me.”
The Actress gave a little snort.
I kept dabbing away at the coat, quiet as a mouse in church.
Dom said, “All right, all right. There is no proof that he was murdered by any of us here at the table, and he had plenty of other enemies who could have done it. Can we not call a truce for the night?”
The Good Doctor said, “What if he wasn’t the only one who was targeted? None of us can trust anyone else in this room. And what about that boy? What if he betrays us? What if he’s already gone upstairs to talk?”
A chair scraped, and Dom’s face appeared in the doorway. I had a rag and was scrubbing, wide-eyed, at the Good Doctor’s coat.
“I won’t talk,” I squeaked out. 
“You are a good kid,” Dom said. “But you have dose big ears.” He turned back to the room. “I trust him.”
Madame Ixnay’s voice said, “He wants to be a writer, though.”
The Spy said, “Writers can be discreet…” 
The Detective agreed with him.
But the Vampire said, “If he’s trustworthy, then let him sit with us. Since our ninth is missing tonight, he may sit in.”
Dom stuck his head back out and waved me toward the room. 
I protested. “Sit in? Is this a card game? But what if I don’t know how to play!”
That got a laugh. Dom grabbed me by the ear, hissing, “Just do what I tell you,” and pushed me inside the room.
The Vampire was getting up from his seat along the side of the table. He hobbled with his cane to the head seat, with the Actress standing quickly to help him get seated. 
“I will play the Host,” announced the Vampire, as he sat. “Unless there are objections.”
There weren’t any. What any of it meant, I had no idea. I was shivering with terror.
The table was set out as follows: Dom had the bottom of the table, the seat nearest the door. At the far end—the head of the table, with his back toward the old coal chute—the Vampire was seated. To the left of the Vampire—my right, that is—was the Actress; to the right was the Dame. Next to the Actress was the Spy, and then, next to Dom on Dom’s right, was the Good Doctor. On the opposite side of the table were the Dame, the Detective next to her, and then Madame Ixnay beside him, at Dom’s left. 
Dom picked up a spare chair and set it at the corner, between him and Madame Ixnay.
“Have a seat, kid,” Dom said. 
I shook my head. Whatever was going on, I wasn’t sure I wanted in.
But Dom pointed forcefully to the chair. His European accent got real thick: “Haff seat.”
I sat, uncomfortably aware of Madame Ixnay to my left. She smelled like soap and lavender and, well, Madame Ixnay.
The Vampire leaned his elbows on the table and steepled his fingers together, while looking from face to face. He was old, but, like the nickname I’d given him, he seemed to have far more vitality than he should have. His cold blue eyes finally rested on me last of all, and lingered. 
“We have lost a member; we have found a member. We have lost a treasure… Yes?” 
The Good Doctor cleared his throat. “We didn’t lose the treasure.”
“You were able to obtain it?” asked the Vampire. “From the body?”
The Detective said bitterly, “So he could keep it for himself.”
The Good Doctor said, “A man died in my arms. I simply forgot.” He reached into his pocket, then frowned and reached into a different pocket. “I seem to have—” He twisted around in his seat to the door of the room. 
I jumped up and said, “I’ll bring your coat.” While I had been cleaning the coat, I had felt a couple of lumps here and there, but when you work for a boss like mine, you don’t go sticking your hands into other people’s pockets. 
I was back in a flash, holding the coat out for the Good Doctor to search through. He dipped a hand into a pocket and pulled out a blue velvet box, the kind you get from a jewelry store. The box had blood soaked into it. It was too big for a ring or a pair of diamond cufflinks, but too small for a big necklace, and it had a brass hinge at the back and a little brass clip to make sure it didn’t pop open. I didn’t hear anything rattle or slide around within it as he took it out of an inner coat pocket, and put it down on the table.
He slid it across the table, a bead of sweat at his temple. 
The Dame reached for the case, took it, and peeked inside. The others watched her closely. Then she closed the little clasp again and put the case back where it had been. “It’s in there.”
The Detective demanded, “The real thing?” 
The Dame said, “It’s the real one, all right. I can hear it scratching from inside.”
Nobody argued with her, or asked for a look.
The Vampire said, “If that is settled, then…?” and looked around the table. No further comments were made. “Then we shall continue. We have the treasure to be won, a tidy number of members, and as many hours as we need in which to determine who shall be declared the victor. Our contest may begin.”

      [image: ]As soon as the Vampire declared that the contest—whatever it was—could begin, everyone else in the room seemed to sink back in their chairs a little, as if they’d been on tenterhooks about the possibility that whatever it was, wasn’t going to happen. The Actress even smiled, kind of lop-sided. 
The Spy lifted his tea. “To the contest.”
Everyone else lifted their glasses, except me. “To the contest.”
I looked down at my lap. 
Dom said, “Kid, go get yourself something to drink. It’s on me. Don’t worry about it.”
I said, in a small voice, “Dom? What’s going on?”
He laughed. “You don’t know what any of this is about, but you’re game, eh, kid?” He put a heavy hand on my shoulder, making me lose my balance in the chair. I grabbed for the table, accidentally putting an elbow in Madame Ixnay’s soft, silken side. 
I squeaked in apology, which made just about everyone laugh at me. I felt tears coming to my eyes and put my head down on the table, which only made everyone laugh the louder.
Dom said, “I will bring you something. Don’t move.”
Madame Ixnay seemed to catch her breath first. “Don’t worry about it, darling boy. We all have to start somewhere. Even that old vampire at the end of the table had a first time attending—didn’t you?”
The Vampire chuckled with a dry voice. “I did. Back in eighteen eighty-nine. December twenty-ninth that year, a Sunday. An old friend invited me, who has since passed.” He paused to lick his lips. “It was his dearest wish.”
The Detective said, “You’re awful old to be hanging around so long. Haven’t you ever won?”
“Perhaps I enjoy the event more than the prize,” the Vampire said.
“Maybe you don’t need it,” the Detective parried.
What they were arguing about, I didn’t know. A diamond? 
Dom reappeared with something golden in a pint beer glass. I sniffed at it, then sipped: it was a Jack Rose cocktail, made with applejack brandy, lemon juice, and grenadine. I think Dom knew the man who distilled the applejack, from somewhere in Wisconsin. I sipped. A warmth spread through me, just enough to keep my insides from freezing, a hint of late fall and cinnamon. I vowed not to drink too much of it or too quickly.
“Thank you,” I said.
Dom thumped his chest twice with a fist, then stretched out one arm dramatically toward the table and said: “You wish to know what we do here tonight? We are playing a game, a game that has been played since nobody knows when. The gods themselves played it when the world was young. At the end of every decade, a group of liars, cheats, and thieves meets, and on that night, they compete for a stolen treasure of great worth. Whoever wins the contest holds the treasure for the next ten years—but can never play again. Sometimes there are more than twenty players; sometimes, only three.
“And the game,” Dom paused dramatically, “is to tell the best lie.”
“He means the best story,” Madame Ixnay murmured in my ear. “He’s just being melodramatic.”
“What?” I said. All of the words that I heard all made sense individually; it was just when they were all put together that I struggled.
Madame Ixnay sighed. “They always make it out to be a bigger deal than it is. A bunch of bullshitters get together once a decade and tell tales, with a trinket to go along with it at the end of the night to whoever takes first prize. It’s just an old tradition.”
“Oh,” I said, not sure whether I believed her. “And…and I have to tell a story?”
“Yeah,” she said. “But don’t worry if it’s bad. It’s your first time. Last time was my first time, and I was terrible. I survived it. Just go with it. It’s kinda fun.”
“You’re all a bunch of liars and thieves?” I asked.
“And cheats,” Madame Ixnay said.
“And…what am I?”
“You’re a liar,” the Dame interjected suddenly. “They said you was a writer, didn’t they?”
“I want to be one,” I said. “But—”
“But nuthin’,” quipped the Dame in her chirpy voice. “You wanna be a writer? Then start lyin’.”
The Spy cleared his throat and said, “It really is the only way to become a writer, to simply begin.”
Helplessly, I looked at the Detective to get his opinion. He nodded.
In a strangled voice, I said, “I’m in…but please don’t pick me to go first.”
They all laughed. 
It was time to begin.

      [image: ]The Vampire said, “First to tell his tale this night…will be the Bartender.”
I squeaked out, “Please don’t make me go second, either!”
And everyone laughed again. 
When the laughter had died down, Dom said, “I don’t have real high hopes of winning the prize, but I ain’t gonna come in last place, either. But first, everybody check your drinks. I wouldn’t want to have to break off my story, just because some Brit ran out of tea.”
The Spy chuckled at that one, and turned over his cup: only a drop fell out. “I admit I was prepared to put a brave face upon the matter, if necessary.”
Dom sent me off to make up more of that bad old tea. I boiled the whole kettle and found a heavy teapot, thick with dust and mouse droppings, on a back shelf. A little spit and polish, and it was clean and ready to go, immaculate and white. I poured the water and a bunch of tea leaves in, hoping I wasn’t doing it too wrong, then brought it in for the Spy to keep in front of him. I even wrapped it up in a towel to help keep it hot.
Meanwhile, Dom had made up all the rest of the drinks, and when I came back to the table, my glass was completely full again, almost too full to pick up.
I took my journal out of my coat pocket and brought it with me to the table. As soon as I was sitting down, I started flipping through journal pages, looking for ideas.
Dom gave everyone a moment to settle in, and said, “This is an epic story to rival the Odyssey or Ivanhoe. It addresses a matter more important than anything in the Bible or Beowulf. It’s about…” He stared at us all from under eyebrows to rival an Old Testament saint. “…running a bar.”
Several people groaned.
In a higher-pitched voice—after a moment, I realized that big Dom was trying to tell the story as a woman, one with an accent even thicker than the Dame’s—he began:






  
  When Pigs Fly

The Bartender's Tale


So I’m just a working girl in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, and at the end of 1925, there were two competing wire stores in town. A wire store is a place where you can set up a con job involving a so-called telegraph operator, a guy who thinks he’s betting on horses without the inconvenience of losing money at it, and someone to bring those two people together—a roper. Also there are a number of side characters, the kind that flesh out the crowd so a guy doesn’t feel so lonely while he’s getting fleeced. 
The general idea is that your “telegraph operator” gets the race results from Western Union, calls them over to the guy who doesn’t like to lose money—the mark, that is—so he can put a bet in, and then, like two minutes later, sends the results to everybody else. The mark, no dummy, can put a last-second bet on the race winner before everyone else finds out about it. 
So it doesn’t look like he’s getting something for nothing, the mark has to agree to give the telegraph operator a cut of the winnings.
A big one. 
This works out great for the mark the first time around. First you gotta give him a taste of winning if you want him to come back for more. After that it’s up to the team of cons to take as much money off the guy as possible, sometimes more than once. A real good wire store can leave it so the mark thinks that it was all just stinking bad luck that the deal didn’t go through. Leaving him literally begging for another chance to get ripped off again.
A couple of rules of thumb here.
First, don’t have two wire stores in one town. 
One of the things you gotta do with any kind of store, be it a wire or payoff store, or even one of the old fight and foot-race stores, is put the fix in—that is, to pay off the cops. If you got two stores in the same town (aside from big places like New York or Chicago), that means that the price of the fix goes up. And not just a little bit, either—you never know when the other guys are going to screw you over and hire the cops to bust you. So you’re constantly outbidding each other, which means you gotta take bigger risks during the cons. People get real emotional. People who get real emotional take stupid risks. Everything spirals outta control. It’s no good. 
Second, don’t take a mark from his own hometown. 
That one should be self-explanatory. When you’re outta town and somewhere new, it kinda feels like you’re in a foreign country. If you see something strange, you chalk it up to local customs. Which makes it easier for the cons to cover if somebody makes a mistake.
And nobody wants a sucker hanging around after the game is over. Some people fool so hard you couldn’t scrape ’em off with a stick.

      [image: ]The two competing wire stores in Cedar Rapids in 1925 were run by a pair of Polish guys, which was less of a coincidence than you might think. 
The first store was run by Reggie Skurski, who’d come over to Chicago in the 1880s as a kid, learned the trade, and moved to Cedar Rapids in 1904. It’s not so far from Chicago to Cedar Rapids. You can make it in about seven hours if you have to, by touring car. Call it five hours in a speedster if you feel like outrunning the local cops. It was handy for trains, too. Lots of cattle started going through Cedar Rapids after the Sinclair meatpacking company set up shop in 1871. The only reason I mention this is that cattlemen make for good marks—they’re used to taking risks and losing their shirts, then doing it all over again. (I grew up on a cattle ranch but that’s neither here nor there.)
The second store was run by Dan Zanarowski, who was a second-generation immigrant and dressed like a Chicago mobster. He was young, about thirty-five or forty years old, and handsome. Had a wolfish look to him. Mothers would cross themselves and hide their daughters when Zanarowski went by. Shop owners would count the money in their cash drawers. You always had the sense that he was just about to pull a fast one on you. The scary part was the suspicion that he might make you like it.
Reggie Skurski was the first to come to Cedar Rapids. He was the one I worked for. Zanarowski was a Johnny-come-lately, but a good one. He’d had a store in Chicago but had been chased out by the Italians. 
I never did hear the real story. Just rumors. 
When Zanarowski came to town, word was that he told Reggie he was taking over the store, just like that. As if the rest of us would just hop from one owner to the other without a by-your-leave. There might have been a suitcase of money involved. There might have been a pistol involved. It was hard to keep things straight about those two guys, especially when they started shouting Polish at each other. Anyway there were insults and threats, that much was clear. And the result was that Zanarowski set up shop not three blocks away from Reggie’s store. 
Reggie’s store was in the basement of a drugstore-soda shop. During the day the basement was a wire store; at night it was a speakeasy. The basement was almost as pretty as the upstairs, all brass and colored tile and a white marble top. If Reggie was feeling fine, he might have someone bring down ice cream from upstairs and serve it up with bootleg booze poured over it. You’d stir it up and make it a milkshake. Reggie’s place had the best booze and the best music, too. He kept a rooming-house for Black travelers, which meant that a lot of good jazz musicians and singers came through. The place had a good reputation in either capacity. Some of Reggie’s marks, he got Christmas cards from. That’s how good he was. A real gentleman.
At first Zanarowski wasn’t much of a problem. Nobody would work with him unless he brought them over from Chicago. The cops stayed bought. His store was in an honest-to-god Western Union office. How he worked that setup, I ain’t got a clue. Seemed sloppy to me.
Then, little by little, things started to change. One or two guys changed sides. The cops started to waver. The price on the fix went up. Reggie started pushing for more customers, really laying it on us ropers to bring the goods in double-quick. Anyone caught taking a mark over to Zanarowski’s place was dead to Reggie. 
We started sending Zanarowski marks, the kind that could get him in trouble—Ku Klux Klan, Mafiosi, a couple of Chinese guys looking to set up a laundry with a little too much cash in their pockets, that kind of thing. Chicago cops’ second cousins. Any fish that stank landed on Zanarowski’s door. He had some close calls but stayed afloat, getting madder and madder at Reggie every time.
We crossed our fingers and waited. 
Zanarowski was gonna make a mistake that money couldn’t fix. We all knew it.

      [image: ]My favorite spot to work was the cafeteria at the Union Station. I had a number of short tricks, not even cons really, that I could work while I was waiting to hook a fish. Card tricks including the three-card monte, cigarette tricks, sleight of hand, dice, you name it—I was even known to go home with a gent or two, or even a lady if she asked right, so it didn’t look too suspicious when I found the big marks and disappeared with them. I used one under-the-table profession to cover the other. I stayed friendly with the train station staff. If they thought I was no better than I should be, then at least they didn’t think I was worse than I was. If a passenger wanted to know where they could have a fun time in Cedar Rapids, the cafeteria girls sent them to me and I flashed my dimples.
So there I was. It was two days before New Year’s Eve and I didn’t have nobody to keep me warm—or to buy me a gin, neither. The snow was already thick on the ground. The day after Christmas there had been a real flour-paste kind of storm, the kind that knocks down trees and freezes the river so fast you can see fish stuck in the ice. Even though I was inside, I was shivering. The big open area of the train station was all marble and brass, big black-and-white floor tiles that were slick with all the snow getting tracked over them. It felt like all that fancy stonework was sucking the heat out of the air. I was holding a cold cup of coffee between my mitts and it still felt like the warmest thing in the room. I was almost ready to go home for the day. It was maybe three in the afternoon—still light out—and I told myself, if I didn’t catch anything after the Chicago train came in, I was headed home. 
Three thirty-five, the Chicago train rolled in and passengers started pouring out. One second the janitors were mopping the floor, the next the whole station was jam-packed with damp wool and chaos. My nose had started to run. I thought about picking a couple of pockets and skipping out.
Just then an old guy stepped into the cafeteria and got in line for the girls at the counter. He was dressed in a smoke-gray suit with a fine gold watch chain. It was so thin that it wouldn’t have been any trouble to snap it off without him blinking an eye. He had a bowler hat, a mustache, and spectacles so round they looked like crystal balls. A green silk tie, polished black shoes, and a walking cane that looked like it had a fancified claw hammer on top finished the outfit. I recognized the cane. Reggie had one of ’em too. Reggie said they were used by noblemen back in old Poland. It looked like you could beat someone’s brains out with it. 
The man patiently worked his way to the front of the line, leaned forward to the girls at the counter, and whispered to them. One of them stood on tiptoe and jerked her head toward me.
I was on.
The gent brought a pair of steaming coffee cups with him over to my table, sat down with his cane tucked between his knees, looked around the room without really seeming to, and pulled a flask out of his coat. He added a dollop of caramel liquid to both cups and said, “So I hear that you know of a good place to get a drink.”
My eyes musta been bulging out of my head to see him do it out in the open like that. He said, “My name is Robert Allgood. You have heard of me?”
He had an Eastern European accent; I was pretty sure that the name that his mamma called him wasn’t anything like Robert Allgood. But yeah, I’d heard of him.
He was a millionaire. Maybe even a billionaire by then—I wasn’t keeping track of the guy’s bank book at the time. He owned most of the cattle trade up in Chicago. Cattle coming in, meat going out. Aha, I said to myself, here’s a guy looking to buy up Sinclair’s. He was supposed to be a real eccentric, too. He traveled all over the world looking for the lost treasure of Sir Richard Francis Drake, which was supposed to be somewhere off the coast of Panama or something. He’d searched for Atlantis, Hy-Brasil, Hyperborea, Thule, even lost Avalon. 
It was like someone was sending me a belated Christmas present. 
“Of course I heard of you,” I said, giving him a little bat of my eyes. I took a sip of the coffee. The bourbon was about a hundred times better than it had a right to be. I closed my eyes and sipped again. Then I got back to business. “You’re a cattleman, right? From Chicago. You were in the newspapers the other day. The business pages.”
He lifted an eyebrow like he was surprised I could read. “The girls say that you know where a man can get a drink in this town.”
“I do, Mister Allgood. But if you’re expecting something this good, you’re gonna be sadly disappointed.”
He chuckled under his breath.
“But we do have better tunes than this,” I said. The only music in the station was the march of booted feet marching through the open area, and not in time neither. “Bix Biederbecke’s in town for sure, and I heard Bessie Smith might show tonight or tomorrow.”
He nodded. “That is good.”
I couldn’t believe my good luck, and it made me kinda sloppy. “Whatcha doing today?”
“Looking for company.”
I put my cold hand on his sleeve. “My boyfriend dumped me and I got fired on Christmas Eve, mister. I’m bored and I’m lonely and I gotta start looking for a typist job in a couple of days, or else I’m gonna have to go back to my ma’s to live. If you’re looking for a good time till New Year’s Day, I’m all yours. After that I gotta start lookin’ for work.”

      [image: ]That night we went to the speakeasy under Reggie’s drugstore. 
By then I had heard the reason Allgood was in town. Sure, he was there to check out Sinclair’s, but…well, I’ll get to that. If I had heard that kind of story from anyone else, I wouldn’t have believed it. Even so it had struck me funny and I still wasn’t too sure about it.
Reggie was behind the counter with three girls in paper hats and tight dresses to come and pick up drinks. He gave me the eyeball as I came in, trying to see whether the guy with me was a sucker or one of my other type of clients. 
The place wasn’t full, despite it being the holiday season. Word was that Zanarowski had taken over one of the other big speakeasies in Cedar Rapids, a place underneath the local bowling alley. At night the pin boys went home and the cigarette girls came out. I might have brought in a fish but as far as Reggie was concerned it wasn’t going to put him in any kind of good mood or anything. 
I expected him to change his tune once he heard how big a fish it was, though. 
The biggest.
The bouncer, Cecil Dykstra, had let us in on my signal. I’d given the name Jenkins, which was a false password that meant, “Possible wire-store sucker.” One of the girls whispered in Reggie’s ear. He broke out in a grin. 
“Hello, Genevra. Nice to see you in. What happened to Myron?” 
“He’s a heel and he can go to hell,” I said. Myron was the mythical ex-boyfriend; me and Reggie had the whole routine already worked out. 
Reggie had already laid out a Bee’s Knees for me. I tossed it back, then lifted the empty glass and upended it onto the bar top with a clomp. “To Myron.”
Reggie laughed. “And who’s this gentleman?”
“My apologies,” I said. Allgood had kept silent throughout that whole exchange, not even cracking a smile. “This here’s Robert Allgood, the Chicago cattleman. He’s fresh into town and needs a drink.”
“What would you like?” Reggie asked him. 
“Bourbon,” Allgood said. 
“All right.” Reggie dipped low and pulled out his bottle of the good stuff—as good as we could get back then. It wasn’t as good as what Allgood had served me from his flask earlier, I already knew that. “First one’s on the house, Mr. Allgood, on account of you coming in with an old friend.”
Allgood lifted the drink towards Reggie as if he were making a toast. He took a sip without making a face. 
There wasn’t any music yet and I was starting to get concerned that Zanarowski had done something to sabotage that, too. I said, “Who’s playing tonight?”
“Bix Biederbecke.”
“Any sign of Bessie Smith?”
Reggie made a face. “Not yet.”

      [image: ]The story went like this:
Robert Allgood was really in town to race his pig.
Like I said, I wouldn’t have believed it coming from someone else. Racing pigs. Racing pigs! Who woulda believed it, then or now? But there it was. Robert Allgood had brought with him, all the way from a farm outside of Chicago, one of his famous racing pigs. I say famous because he called them famous, not because I ever heard of them.
He wanted to race them, not against other pigs, but against men. The fastest runner that could be found in Cedar Rapids.
I kept a straight face all through his explanation. It was tough but I made it through. At the end I said, “Is this some kinda practical joke, like hunting snipe?”
He looked deeply offended and for a second I thought I’d lost him. Oh well, I thought to myself, I’d pocket his watch on the way out.
“Pigs are smarter than dogs, and they race dogs,” he said, puffing out his chest and straightening up a little. He was staying in the Hotel Roosevelt, which had just opened, and we were down in the restaurant getting a bite to eat: shrimp cocktails, salami sausage slices, herring salad, anchovy canapes, blue point oyster cocktail, olives, tomato soup, chicken consommé with rice, broiled whitefish, slices of roast turkey with cranberry sauce, roast goose with apple sauce, ham with champagne sauce, filet mignon with truffle sauce, green peas that looked so fresh they had to be out of a hothouse, sweet potatoes, mashed potatoes, green salad, about a dozen cakes and pies, and I don’t know what else. I could have stuffed myself silly but I didn’t. There was no hurry. You get a sense when the fish is hooked.
“Yeah?” I asked, picking at my filet mignon with truffle sauce. “It sounds like, I don’t know. Some kind of con job.”
“From me?”
He had a point there: what need did a multi-millionaire need of swindling people out of their cash with something as unlikely as a pig race? In the middle of winter?
“You hafta admit that it sounds less than likely.”
He shook his head. “The ancient Romans raced pigs. Everyone talks about the gladiators, but they had other games, too. Chariot racing, horseback racing, dog racing, pig racing, beast hunts of tigers, panthers, lions, bulls, rhinoceroses, elephants…” He broke into a smile. It lit up his face and took twenty years off his age. “Ah! You grew up on a farm, didn’t you?”
“Yeah,” I said. “What of it?”
“These are not…” He waved a hand. “Farm pigs, big and pink and fleshy and covered with mud. Racing pigs are black with fur, they have tusks like this,” he made hooks with his fingers and held them at his mouth, looking like a vampire in a movie, “and they run fast, fast, fast! As fast as a man—perhaps a little faster. But it has to be a short race, you see, because always the men can run for longer than any animal, if he runs long enough. The man, he is a magnificent animal who can run for twenty-six miles, the length of a marathon, yes?”
“What about lions?” I said.
“They can run faster than a man, but for not as long.”
“A horse?”
“Oh, the horses that are run now, they are bred for running very fast over very short distances. Two or three miles at most. But a horse bred to run long distances can run a marathon, and less time than a man could, too. There have been races where a horse has run a hundred miles over twenty-four hours, after which they have collapsed. But I have seen a man run over one hundred and fifty miles in twenty-four hours. One hundred and fifty miles! I was in Africa, where they have made a study of such things…”
The conversation, and the meal, went on for hours. The only thing missing was wine, specifically French Champagne. There was something about being able to share a tipple during a good conversation that made it special. I could see why the old guy wasn’t content to just drink his fine bourbon alone in his room—he liked having an audience.
By the end of the meal, he had me convinced: he was a nut, but he was a sweet old nut, and he was here to race his damn racing pig—excuse me, his wild boar—against any takers. It was his current lunatic hobby, something to pass the time while he bought up another piece to add to his empire.
I was almost gonna feel bad about taking the guy for a ride.

      [image: ]I showed Allgood a good time that night. Not only that but I told him that I’d ask around for a fast runner who’d take the contest seriously. It was five hundred dollars if the runner—the human one, that was—won. I was pretty sure someone would volunteer. Where we could get a track in the middle of winter, though, that was a problem. Nobody would want a good indoor track torn up by pig trotters. And who even knew if Cedar Rapids had an indoor track? I sure didn’t. Reggie would know. 
The thing was, it was even odds, which might put a damper on things on Reggie’s side. And five hundred bucks? Peanuts. Not worth Reggie’s time. Still, I hoped he would. I wanted to see the old guy get something out of this.
I had to admit, though. After the story I heard, I couldn’t help but think that the pig was going to win. Allgood was too specific about the distance: five hundred yards, no more, no less. I couldn’t help but think that there was some kinda magic distance where his wild boar—which was named Zeus, by the way—could outdistance a man every time. There was some trick to it; I just couldn’t see it yet.
But Reggie said he was bored and wanted to try to get it set up. He asked me if I wanted in on the five hundred, I told him no, I was out. 
“But you roped him, clean as anything,” he said. “Like a cowgirl with a lasso.”
I rolled my eyes. “Then give me a hundred bucks,” I said. “Or nothing.”
“Not a cut?”
“Not a cut,” I said. “You’re gonna get skinned on this somehow and I don’t want you blaming me later.”
“How? What do you know?”
“I don’t know nothing. I just feel…” I shrugged. I just felt like this was all going down just a little too smooth. 
Reggie decided it was just nerves on my part. 
Sure enough, Reggie did know a place that would agree to run a race of man versus beast, as long as
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