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A Quiet New Year’s Eve

––––––––
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I watched a large cloud of smoke escape my lungs, slowly pass my lips, and float up toward the ceiling of my office. I sighed heavily. After finishing the paperwork on my desk, I sat back in my chair and enjoyed the brief moment of peace. It wasn’t how I planned on spending my New Year's Eve. Instead of going out on the town like the rest of humanity and finding an attractive stranger to kiss at the stroke of midnight, I had a date with my desk at the Chicago Detectives Bureau.

I've worked my fair share of late nights during my nine years on the force, so that night was nothing unusual. It was a very long night, and I was itching for any excuse to leave the office. 

Having recently wrapped up a case a few weeks prior, I had no immediate cases to look into. For the most part, things were becoming relatively safe, but that didn't mean things were back to normal. Although the era of gangsters was over and Prohibition had come to an end earlier this month, the city still had its fair share of crime and corruption. 

Some of the remaining gangsters had turned from running alcohol to running drugs and even broke into the underground gambling business to mask their activities under the guise of legitimate businesses, like nightclubs, high-end restaurants, and other similar venues. There was more than enough going on to keep us boys in blue busy these days. 

The famous mobster, Al Capone, had traded in his fancy suits for a pair of striped pajamas and was serving his two-and-a-half-year sentence in a federal prison in Atlanta, Georgia. He and many of his associates were answering for all their crimes. Most were serving their sentences behind bars. The only thing left for badges like me to do was find some way to keep the world from going up in flames again and do our best to get through the holiday season.

With my paperwork filled out and filed neatly in the correct folders, all that was left to do for the evening was sit in my office and wait until a new case landed in my lap, or I died of boredom—whichever came first. The last few nights had been the same. As much as I hated to admit it, tonight felt like it would be no different. 

The hours ticked by without so much as a phone call. The station was mostly empty; even the chief wasn't working that night. Any police officers working were either out on patrol, booking the first boozehounds of the night, or stuck behind a desk. I wasn't too thrilled about spending the last few hours of 1933 stuck at the clubhouse, waiting for the new year to ring in without me, but I didn't have much choice. 

My eyes focused on another cloud of smoke as it passed my lips. The upward swirl did little to pass the time, but the thin coils of polluted air dancing gracefully in the stillness of my office were enough to hold my attention. I was so focused on them that I almost fell out of my chair when the knock on my door disturbed the silence.

"Come in."

In walked my secretary, Dolores Anderson.

Dolores wore a tan Butterick pattern dress with four pockets and long nylon stockings that hugged her legs. Her greying hair was in the tightly curled style of a woman unwilling to accept her maturing age. Half-moon spectacles sat on the bridge of her nose, with small chains attached to the sides that kept them from falling off her head.

"Clive, there's a call for you on the other line," she said, "It sounds urgent."

"Did you catch their name?"

She shook her head. "They didn't say."

I sat up and scooted my chair closer to my desk. 

"All right. Send it through," I said with a nod as she exited, "Thank you, Dolores."

When the telephone on my desk rang, I answered it immediately.

"This is Detective Clive Hill, of the Chicago Detectives Bureau. How can I help you?"

A squirrely male voice answered, his tone notably apprehensive.

"M-My name is M-Midnight ... Midnight Lawrence. I-I need to talk to someone."

"Well, Mr. Lawrence, I'm listening. What is it you need to talk about?" I replied in a calm voice.

"I-I can't say over the phone," Midnight said, his voice quivering. 

"Understood. I'm in my office. If you stop by the station—"

"No!" The other man interrupted. "It's too risky. I think I'm being followed."

"Mr. Lawrence, I need you to remain calm and listen carefully. Is there somewhere nearby you can go right now—somewhere public where you can wait for me to meet you?"

"Yes," he answered, calming down slightly.

I took out a pen and paper. 

"Where can I meet you?"

"I'm by a place called the Bleeding Rose." I knew the place well. It was an upscale restaurant on Chicago's south side, known for its dinner theatre and Jazz music. It was only a five-minute drive from City Hall. 

"I know the place," I told him, "When you get there, ask for Joe. Tell him Hill sent you. That will get you in right away. Once you're inside, wait for me there. I'm leaving now."  
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The Bleeding Rose

––––––––
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I arrived at the Bleeding Rose shortly after eleven o'clock. I was greeted by a giant neon sign shaped like a rose, with smaller lights below it that made it look like droplets of blood were falling from its petals. While not the most popular restaurant in the city, it still managed to pile them in around the holidays. That night was no exception.

In front of the building, a large crowd of sharply dressed people were standing on the sidewalk, waiting to gain entry for their holiday celebration. Many were none too happy when I cut to the front of the line and flashed my badge at the bouncer standing at the entrance. Several complaints were shot in my direction as I was immediately allowed inside. 

Once inside, I checked my coat in with the attendant and walked to the stand near the entrance, then approached the dapper host behind it. He smiled warmly.

"Good evening. Do you have a reservation?" 

I shook my head, "Not exactly. I'm Detective Hill. I'm meeting someone. ‘Told them to ask for Joe."

"Ah, yes. Right this way," he said, gesturing for me to follow him.

The dining room was massive. Crowded tables surrounded an open dance floor connected to a large stage where a band was playing music for the patrons. Around the room, the waitstaff was busy taking orders, refilling drinks, and delivering trays of steaming food from the kitchen to the tables. At the same time, the occasional busboy cleared the dirty plates and returned them to the kitchen to be washed. 

It wasn't the Ritz, but it was posh enough for a formal outing. 

The host led me to a private table, where a very underdressed man waited nervously. The two of us stuck out like a sore thumb compared to the other guests.

The man was dressed in a navy suit jacket and a short tie. On the brim of his nose sat a pair of spectacles with lenses so thick, you'd have thought they were empty Coke bottles. He looked around the room as if he were expecting the ceiling to collapse at that moment.

"Midnight Lawrence?" I asked, taking the empty seat across from him.

"Y-Yes?" he answered; his voice had lost none of its shakiness since I'd last heard it over the telephone. 

"I'm Detective Clive Hill. We spoke on the telephone a little while ago." I pulled my notebook and pencil out of my pocket. "Now, what is it you need to talk about?"

Lawrence shifted nervously. He clutched a leather attaché case as if his life depended on it. His eyes darted around the restaurant. Something, or someone, had him spooked. He was wound as tightly as a clock. 

I wasn't going to get anything out of him while he was in such a frightened state.

"Are you hungry? Feel free to order whatever you like from the menu. It's on the house. I know the owner," I said, momentarily changing the subject, and quickly waved one of the waiters over. "Just a coffee for me, and whatever he wants."

After the waiter took the shaking man's order and quickly returned with a stiff drink for him, Lawrence seemed to calm down slightly—though his body was still taut.

"You've been checking over your shoulder since I sat down. Why don't you tell me what's got you so spooked, and I'll do what I can to protect you," I assured him.

Lawrence sighed, "I work—used to work—as an accountant for a man named, Cyrus Daugherty." 

I knew the name well. Daugherty was a former crime boss who had his fingers in illegal drug and weapon shipments across the city for the Irish mob. As of a month ago, his deteriorating health forced him to go straight ... at least, that was what he wanted the world to think. I sensed that he hadn't left the game for good. 

"I'm familiar with Mr. Daugherty's reputation," I told the worried accountant, "What led to your ... dismissal, from his employment?"

Lawrence took a long gulp of his drink. "For the past few months, I've been chiseling a little money off his profits—you know, a little here, a little there—but nothing large enough to draw attention. I didn't think he'd miss any of it," he said. "Anyway, two weeks ago, I was going to bet a sizable portion of my ... earnings at an underground casino before I was supposed to drop Mr. Daugherty's profits from last month off at the bank (I have something of a gambling problem, you see. But I've been on a hot streak lately).

"That night, I started off well—winning a bit of money at the beginning—but then, I started losing it at the Craps table. Before I knew it, I lost everything.

"The thing is, I'd placed both my money and Mr. Daugherty's in unmarked envelopes. It wasn't until I got to the bank that I realized I'd accidentally switched the envelope with Mr. Daugherty's money when I bought more chips that night. It was too late to do anything by then, so I submitted my money to my boss's account instead, hoping no one would notice that the recent deposit was smaller than it should've been.

"Everything was going fine, that is, until this morning. As soon as I knew he found out about the money, I was out of there like a hog who realized he was on his way to the butcher's block. I've been hiding ever since."

I calmly took a sip of my coffee. 

"It sure looks like you've gone and cooked your own goose. I suggest you get yourself on the next train out of the city tonight. I'll drive you down to Union Station and see you off. From there, you're on your own."

Lawrence's eyes widened in fear. "I-I can't skip town tonight! I have an important meeting with someone tomorrow night that I can't miss."

My eyebrow raised in disbelief. I couldn't imagine why a man in Lawrence's position would dream of staying put when his former employer probably already had men looking all over the city for him.

Out of the corner of my eye, I spied a few unfriendly faces looking our way. Knowing better than to look at them directly, I used a small pocket mirror and pretended to pick something out of my teeth to get a better look at them. 

At another table, two Irish men wearing casual tweed suits and matching newsboy hats were sitting at their table. Like us, their clothes made them easy to pick out in a crowd. Their faces were clean-shaven and covered in freckles, which stood out on their light skin. I noted a long scar on the right cheek of the man seated closest to me, likely from a knife or something similar. They seemed like the kind of goons a mobster like Daugherty would send to tail someone their boss wanted gone.

I quickly turned back to Lawrence:

"I don't think you fully understand how dire your current situation is, Mr. Lawrence," I said in a low voice.

He remained stubborn, "Detective, you don't understand, I can't miss my meeting with—"

Just then, the lights slowly began to dim. The band played fanfare as a spotlight directed everyone's attention to the stage. The Emcee took the microphone:

"It gives me great pleasure to introduce tonight's guest performance. Ladies and Gentlemen, please put your hands together for Miss Harriet Doyel!"

The crowd applauded as the red stage curtain swung open, and a beautiful lounge singer stepped out from behind it. Her pearl-colored dress shimmered in the spotlight. Expensive-looking earrings hung from her ears, and her rose-red lips popped out in contrast with her fair skin—even from a reasonable distance away, it was impossible to miss those lips. Large brunette curls hung at the sides of her head and bounced seductively with each heeled step she took.

The band began to play a slow song. When she opened her mouth and began to sing, I was mesmerized by her deep, velvety voice. I honestly couldn't have told you what song the canary was singing that night if you asked me to. I focused my attention on how her hips moved while she sang. She had the voice of a songbird with the sly moves of a feline. 

She wrapped her gloved fingers around the microphone stand as her song continued. Though she stood in place, her slow, subtle movements were graceful and captivating. There was no doubt that every eye in the place was on her. 

A bony man dressed in ill-fitting glad rags tossed a single rose onto the stage. 

As her song ended, the canary turned and sauntered seductively behind the curtain while the audience applauded her performance. There was no denying that she deserved it. 

I shook myself from my daze and turned my attention back to Lawrence, who I'd completely forgotten about during the performance. I scolded myself for getting distracted on the job. I was there to protect him, not to enjoy the show. 

My gaze dropped to my wristwatch; it was eleven forty-five. We needed to get moving soon. The waiter brought a bucket of champagne on ice and placed two empty glasses on the table. 

"We didn't order any champagne," I told him.

"It's complimentary. To help celebrate the new year," he said with a smile, "Would you like me to pour it now?"

I shook my head. I made it a point to never drink while I was working. 

"None for us." 

The waiter looked disappointed and quickly carried the bucket of chilled champagne away. 

"It's almost midnight," I told Lawrence, "We should start heading over to Union to catch your train before the streets turn into a madhouse. We can't afford to miss it."

The former accountant shook his head defiantly. "I told you; I can't leave the city. I have a meeting tomorrow night."

"Well, you'll just have to reschedule it."

"I can't!"

My patience was wearing thin. 

"Listen, you called me here because you're in trouble. It's my job to keep you safe. I can't do that if you won't let me get you out of the city until the heat on you dies down. If we don't get moving now, we're going to miss your train."

Lawrence thought it over for a moment. 

"Fine..." he said, downing another drink in one gulp and standing up.

Judging by the way he was swaying in place slightly; it was clear he was at his limit. 

"Sit back down before you fall over." I let out a sigh. The chances of us making it to the train station had dropped significantly. Like it or not, our only option was to catch the first train out of town in the morning. "You're in no condition to go anywhere. Looks like you'll have to spend the night at the station until morning."

"I'm fine," he slurred, steading himself in a less than convincing manner, "I just need to use the john before we go."

I offered to escort him to the washroom, but he swatted me away.

"I can find it on my own," he said, "I'll be back in two minutes."

A voice in my head told me not to let him go alone, but he had already headed down the hallway and turned the corner before I could say anything.  

Just as I moved to follow him, the Emcee once again took the stage.

"Ladies and Gentlemen, the time is now eleven fifty-five. In a few short minutes, the new year will begin. If you all would be so kind and make your way over to the dance floor for one final dance, the countdown will begin in two minutes' time."

I looked at the table where I'd seen the shady characters earlier but quickly lost them in the crowd as all the patrons flocked to the dance floor. Trying to get through the thick sea of people was almost possible. I had no choice but to wait for Lawrence to return. 

Four minutes had passed, and he had still not returned. I could wait no longer. I made my way through the crowded dance floor, held up my badge, and ordered any patrons to move aside as I slowly headed to the last place I'd seen Lawrence. 

I could hear the crowd chant as the countdown began. 

“Ten ... Nine ... Eight...”

I approached the door of the men's washroom and opened it. 

“...Seven ... Six ... Five...”

Sprawled out on the tiled floor was Midnight Lawrence. I quickly moved to his side and searched for a pulse—but found none. By the looks of it, Lawrence had been strangled—I surmised this much by the abrasion across his neck. 

The crowd continued their countdown, oblivious to the murder that had transpired:

“...Four ... Three ... Two ... One! Happy New Year!"

Fireworks exploded over the lake, filling the night sky with various colors. I looked around the washroom for Lawrence's killer and was drawn to the open window. 

Wasting no time, I slipped out the window and into the alleyway. The tracks in the snow were fresh. I heard the sound of footsteps running and a car door slamming shut. I sprinted after the fleeing suspect with my standard-issue Colt Detective Special revolver drawn and rounded the corner just in time to see a black car speed away before I could get a look at the license plate. The killer had escaped. 

I quickly retraced my steps and entered through the window again. Ignoring the body, I exited the washroom and discretely grabbed the attention of a passing waiter. 

"Have the staff lock all the doors. Then, have the front desk call the Central Police Station. Tell them there's been a murder. No one gets in or out of this building if they aren't wearing a badge. Understand?"

The young waiter nodded his understanding. 

"Do it quietly. The last thing we need is a panic," I explained, "Now, get moving."

I watched the waiter hurry toward the front entrance. I blocked the washroom door to ensure no one tampered with the crime scene. As I stood guard, I thought, this is one hell of a way to start the new year.
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Midnight’s Murder

––––––––
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The boys in blue arrived promptly. It wasn't long before they had the whole building roped off. After bringing the officers on the scene up to speed on what had occurred, they spread out and began questioning the guests. 

As expected, the patrons were very upset about having to spend the first hour of 1934 being questioned by the police—even more so after being told they could not leave until everyone had answered our questions. A handful of them were too intoxicated to give any credible information on what they had seen. They were given a card and told to call if they remembered anything in the morning.

Many of the guests had little to offer the investigation because they were too busy celebrating to notice anything happening around them. 

After questioning most of the guests with the help of a few other officers, I had not been able to find the suspicious-looking characters I'd seen earlier that night. Before approaching anyone else, I sketched the scarred man in my notebook to help me identify him later. A short time later, most of the witnesses finished giving their statements.

"Is this everyone?" I asked a fellow detective by the name of John Foster. 

He shrugged, "As far as I can tell."

"You didn't happen to see two men dressed in tweed suits and newsboy caps, by chance? One of them had a scar across his right cheek."

"Not anyone I talked to." 

That's what I was afraid of.

At that moment, three more uniformed officers joined us. 

"Well, we've questioned everyone," Jim Douglas said, "The staff didn't see anything while the murder was being committed. Their alibis check out." 

"Any of you talk to the singer ... Miss Harriet Doyel?" I asked, "Maybe she saw something."

Mason Wayne said, "She wasn't backstage when I talked to the band."

"According to the crew backstage, Miss Doyel left right before midnight," added the rookie, Craig Lewis.  

"And they saw her leave?"

"That's what they said."

The grumbling crowd was becoming more and more short-tempered with each passing minute. If we didn’t start wrapping things up soon, I feared things would turn ugly.

"Clive, this crowd is starting to get restless," Wayne said, "What do you want us to do?"

I let out a sigh. "Tell them they can all go home. We've got their statements. If we need anything more, we know how to reach them."

After the order was given, the guests quickly headed toward the front entrance and out of the building, leaving us to our investigation. With no real suspects to go off of—other than the Irish weasels and a canary that flew the coop around the time of the murder—the only thing left to do was inspect the body and hope a clue turned up. 

"I'd say it's high time we take a closer look at the body," I suggested, "Why don't you grab that camera of yours, Wayne, and snap a couple of photographs of the crime scene while we're at it."

Wayne nodded and quickly left to retrieve his camera from his car. He met the three of us in the men's washroom a few minutes later and began taking pictures of the crime scene to review during the investigation. I pulled out my notebook and reviewed my notes. 

"This is what I know: The victim's name was Midnight Lawrence. Until recently, he worked as an accountant for Cyrus Daugherty—I'm sure you're all familiar with Daugherty's reputation. 

"At around ten-twenty, I received a telephone call from the victim, who claimed he was being followed and wanted to meet me. I met him here at eleven o'clock. It became clear that he was in danger. He explained that he'd lost a large portion of Daugherty's money on the gambling table a few weeks prior. 

"Daugherty found out yesterday and hired some of his button men to knock off Lawrence for losing his money. 

"After hearing about the pickle he was in, I planned on getting him on the next train out of the city. At exactly eleven-fifty, the victim heads in here before we can head out, where his attacker murders him." I pointed to the open window. "After killing the victim, the suspect slipped out the window and continued down the alleyway just before I discovered the body. 

"Upon noticing the open window, I followed suit and pursued the suspect on foot. Unfortunately, they gave me the clean sneak before I could read their plates. I returned inside shortly after that and had the front desk telephone the station. I'm sure you all know what happened next."

Lewis studied the scene carefully. "It looks like there was definitely a struggle. From what I can tell, the victim was taken by surprise and knocked off his feet while he was being strangled by his attacker. His larynx was fractured by whatever the killer used—likely a rope, or something similar—which caused the abrasions around the trachea. The light trauma to the back of the head suggests that the victim hit his head when he fell." He pointed out the small lump near the base of the skull. 

I added the new findings to my notes and continued to listen to any other observations my colleagues had to offer. "Any other additional thoughts?"

"Well, given how loud the festivities were at the time of death, it's no wonder no one heard what was happening here," Douglas added, "If I had to guess, I'd say the killer was waiting for the victim to be alone when they approached. You mentioned earlier that the victim was being followed and that a few shady characters arrived after you met with him?"

I nodded. "There were. They also disappeared after the murder took place. One of them might've been the one I chased in the alley, but I can't say for sure. My thoughts were whoever killed Lawrence may have done so on Daugherty's orders."




















[image: ]












d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
- MIDNGH{S
3 m






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





