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A Thompson machine gun erupted its violence
as soon as the door began to move. A guy stood in the opening, his
big gun smoking in his hand. I took one shot and sent a shell into
his stomach. The guy went back on his heels for two very deliberate
paces, then folded onto his knees. His gun slipped out of his hands
and came into the doorway.

There was another guy with my dying friend—a
guy with the most surprised face in New York. He wore a hat over
his eyes, but I could see a crooked nose and thin lips and a
fat-jowled jaw.

I said, “Sleep tight, punk.”

I let him have it.

There’s something about me makes me ornery
when guys pump lead into my doorway late at night.
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Chapter 1 … no Friday frills …

 


We were in the Pixie Club on 42nd
Street and Lee Harvard had the floor.

A wet Friday morning had turned into a
wet Friday afternoon. The phone call from Lee said to come over and
meet some of the boys. ‘The boys’ turned out to be five byline
writers who between them had enough academic degrees to start a
college. So just naturally, after the booze had flowed for several
hours, they couldn’t think of a damn thing to discuss but
women.

Our table was parked at the end of the
smokiest room in New York. With the litter of bottles, full
ash-trays, and a pile of sporting pages, there wasn’t enough space
left on it to make a fly’s landing strip. There was also a
catcher’s mitt hanging from one of the bottles. How the mitt got
there, I couldn’t remember. I could hardly remember my
name.

Lee, who had never married, and hadn’t
ever wanted to, was making a big point with a cigar.

“Now take
dames in general. They got a mystery wrapped up inside them. Every
dame has a different mystery. You want to unravel that mystery you
got to pay for dinner, buy the booze, collect the
theater tickets,
pay the cabs, tip the ushers. And when you do all that and can’t
buy a steak for another whole week, they might—just might—let you
into their secret.”

One of the guys who had a degree in
structural engineering and who wrote about bridges, tunnels, dams
and the like, giggled like a girl and said, “Structures. They got
structures.”

Lee ignored him. “And when you unravel
this great mystery, what’ve you got?”

I refilled my glass. I had my own
ideas about women and how they’re built. None of the other guys
answered Lee and he seemed happy about that.

“You ain’t got no mystery
because there never was one,” he went on. “It don’t matter how they
dress it up, frills and all, laces and silks and lotions, it comes
down to every dame just being a dame.”

I wasn’t sure whether Lee had met some
of the women I’d met in my time but I’d had so many different kinds
of kicks I could have signed on for the Army versus Navy game. Both
sides.

“I’m telling you,” Lee added, and he was telling it loud and
clear, “They’re playing you all for suckers. What they lay on the
line when they finally can’t find a way out without losing you,
isn’t worth the getting. It don’t matter if you marry and want
kids, you end up paying through your teeth for something that’s
been a lie for generations. I’m for girlie parlors.”

Nobody said
anything to
that. I checked my wristwatch. It was ten after six. And it was
still raining. But where Lee and I had arranged to go was under
cover, in Madison Square Garden. I had a hundred dollar bet with
Lee that Kid Edser would take Johnny Tule before the
tenth.

“Why am I for
girlie parlors?” Lee asked us all. “I’ll tell you.” He showed us
his big hand and counted off on his fingers. “One, you pay a set
price. Two, you’re not stoned out of your mind so you know what
you’re doing. Three, later you don’t have to talk if you don’t want
to. Four, you ain’t dragged out of bed to take kids to school or on
picnics or watch the little brats cheat and holler and pout and cry
down at the Little League park. Five, you can get a change of
mystery, if you still want to call it that, by taking a stroll down
the block.”

He sat back, a big guy, with
his hair falling over his face, his skin a deathly
gray color, and his
mouth wet and sagging. For a bug-eyed, untidy, self-centered sports
scribe he was a good guy to know when he wasn’t bemoaning the fact
that no woman had ever asked him to marry her.

I said, “You still able to make it to
Madison?”

Lee looked vaguely at me as he slopped
scotch into his glass. “Plenty of time,” he muttered.

“Sure, about half an hour.
We won’t miss more than the first seven rounds if there’s no
traffic pile-up.”

Lee looked at his watch. The
structural engineer, a guy named Will Span, and you better believe
it, finished his drink and wiped his fat face. “I’m due home,” he
said, and made it sound like he’d put the death sentence on
himself. Two of the others started to unload their drinks. I
blinked some smoke out of my eyes and headed for the washroom.
There I rinsed some life back into my face and wrists.

When I got back Lee was
standing up, dusting down his jacket and trying to rake his hair
into place. He had a stupid look on his face which I soon
realized was caused
by him seeing a short, plump blonde woman standing in the club’s
vestibule. Even through the smoke she looked about as soft as the
pad of a rhino.

Lee took a couple of steps, stopped,
drew in a breath and tried again. I said my goodbyes to the others
and followed him. When he drew up near the little blonde she looked
at him as if she regretted that her fingernails weren’t long and
sharp.

“I’ve been waiting twenty
minutes,” she snapped. “Is that the way you treat a
lady?”

Lee wiped his face and blinked
some fog out of his eyes. “Got tied up, Betsy,” he
apologized and
hearing me draw up, pointed at me. “Larry, Larry Kent. He’s coming
with us.”

Betsy looked me over and wasn’t
impressed. “I don’t care who’s coming or going, just so I see the
fight. I could have gone a hundred places with a hundred different
guys and I get to waste half the night in this joint.”

“Yeah, we’ll go now,” Lee
said quickly and took her arm. But Betsy hit his hand away and
snapped, “Don’t maul. I’m not like that and don’t you think
it.”

“Hell, no,” Lee stammered.
“I was just ...”

“Well, don’t just,” she said, glancing at me—this time seeming
a little more impressed. She gave me a smile but it did nothing to
warm my socks.

I moved ahead and hailed down a cab
and we climbed in. It was a fast, uneventful trip across town and
by then Lee was more himself.

He used his press pass, produced
tickets for Betsy and myself and led us down to the third row. The
place was already crowded and I’d no sooner worked myself next to
Lee, with Betsy on his other side, than Kid Edser climbed into the
ring. Johnny Tule soon followed and the announcements were
made.

I settled back to smoke and
listen to Betsy exclaim over and over, “Isn’t he beautiful. Isn’t
he just beautiful.” She must have meant Tule because Edser is the ugliest
punch-trader in the business.

She kept it up right through
the first eight rounds, and Tule was looking beautiful. The buzzer sounded for the
ninth round. The first eight had been all Tule, a tall,
good-looking blond Texan, who, it was said, was as educated as any
of Lee Harvard’s cronies, and wanted to be a lawyer. He had a nice
left, with which he efficiently, unhurriedly, peppered every inch
of Edser’s fight-scarred face.

I had a hundred dollars on Edser, but
I wasn’t worried.

Sitting next to me in the darkness Lee
was grinning. As the Tribune’s sports reporter, Lee knew his
fighters. I knew their managers.

Lee said, “How you feel now,
Larry?”

“It’s not over yet,” I told
him.

Betsy eyed me curiously. “You must be
crazy. Johnny’ll kill the bum.”

I sat quietly. Tule was good
enough to get a title shot. His record was full of wins from coast
to coast. He was young, powerful, and dedicated. He had never seen
the inside of a nite club, was trained on his mother’s home cooking
and was cooperative with sports writers.

When the stool was yanked away, Kid
Edser charged across the ring—straight into a nice left jab from
Tule, which stiffened him from his gym boots up. He balanced
himself for a moment before he brought a right uppercut from his
laces. It missed Tule by a foot. Tule had a strained smile on his
face before he drove home a right cross. Edser’s knees buckled and
Lee Harvard whistled his appreciation.

“That’ll take him a long
way,” he said.

I said, “Straight to the
dressing-room, Lee.”

“Want to double your
bet?”

“Put something on for me,”
said Betsy. “I need a new fur.”

Edser was hanging on to the ropes,
looking for Tule through glazed eyes. His face was marked and
bleeding in three places and his two cauliflower ears were
red.

“Save your money, Lee,” I
said.

He laughed at me. He held the two
hundred dollars against his chest. “Kiss the lovelies good-bye,
Larry,” he said.

I didn’t say anything as Edser
clinched with Tule and hung onto him. Tule eased him away and
seemed poised to strike the final blow.

Suddenly, Edser swung a round-arm
right. It connected with Tule’s jaw and the big blond, would-be
champ went down. The crowd was silent for a split second—stunned by
the instant change. It was the first punch Edser had landed in five
rounds.

I had a good view of Tule’s face as he
lay on the canvas. There was no pain in it. His eyes were closed.
At seven he made the gesture of getting up. Then the crowd, with
Lee and Betsy leading, started to yell abuse. Tule got to his knees
at nine and supported himself on his gloves. The referee counted
ten then lifted Edser’s hand above his head.

More yelling broke out. During the
noise Tule made his way back to his corner. Kid Edser was being
patted on the back by a circle of handlers. He was showing the grin
of a guy who had just taken a couple of shots of
marihuana.

I pulled my money from Lee’s fingers
and said, “Won’t you ever learn.”

Betsy watched the dollars disappear
into my pocket and I thought she was going to cry.

“It was a
fix,” Lee said in late realization.

I grinned, smoothed down my pocket
flap, and got to my feet. The crowd was still bawling out Tule and
his connections as the tall guy was being led, unhurt, out of the
stadium towards the dressing rooms.

“Never give a sucker an
even break,” I said to Lee and patted him on the back. “Come on.
I’ll buy you two a night out.”

Lee was still grumbling to
himself. He glared up at the ring where a chunky, dark guy in a
flashy pin-stripe suit was organizing Kid Edser’s exit. Lee glanced at me.
His mouth was hanging slack.

“Dillon,” he
said.

“Ben Dillon,” I said with a
weary nod. “He bought Edser’s contract two days ago for a song.
He’s going to make a symphony out of it.”

I eased Lee in front of me.
Betsy was standing wringing her hands. “The bum,” she said. “A
lowdown, back-alley bum.”

“Sure,” I told her. Lee was
still paying out good and getting a lot of support from all the
other guys who had backed Tule. We made the side exit and
shouldered our way to the street along a dimly-lit
laneway.

I looked about for a cab. A guy
in a plain, gray suit sighted me. His sharp-featured face was vaguely
familiar.

“Kent?” he
asked.

“Yes.”

“Captain Etherington wants
to see you. Right away.” The guy looked at Lee and figured he
didn’t matter. When he saw Betsy it took him several seconds to
figure she was for real. Etherington was a Captain of Detectives at
the 21st Precinct. He ran a special Police Unit which controlled
the city’s gambling—or tried to.

“What’s it all about?” I
asked the plain-clothed cop.

He shrugged casually. “How should I
know? The Captain told me to look for you. I tried your office and
your apartment. The janitor told me you’d gone to the Pixie Club. I
rang there, they said you’d come on to the fights.”

“To the fixes,” Lee put in.
“Why don’t you cops earn your keep and clean up this rotten
racket?”

The cop glanced at him. A thin smile
spread across his mouth. “Let’s go, Kent. I got a squad car down
the street.”

I told Lee I’d see him later and gave
Betsy a wave.

“What was that about taking
us on the town, Larry?” she asked.

“Some other time, Betsy,” I
said, and followed the cop. I joined him at the squad car. The
crowd was giving the car a wide berth. A couple of guys in neck
sweaters were watching us like quarry watches the moves of the
hunter.

The middle-aged cop slid into the back
of the car and nodded to the driver. We went off down Frankling
Street and twenty minutes later drew up in front of the
Precinct.

The cop ambled through to the back
rooms. He stopped at a door marked Captain Etherington. He knocked
lightly, turned the knob as he did so and went in without waiting
for a reply.

Etherington was sitting with
his feet propped up on the back of a chair. His head was resting on
the top of his swivel chair. He was full-featured, florid-skinned,
with thick lips. His blue eyes had a habit of staring. His thick
hair was graying at the temples, but he still looked young enough
and fit enough to handle himself competently, no matter what the
odds.

“Happy birthday, Captain,”
I said.

His blue eyes studied me
curiously.

“Well then, what’s the
celebration?” I asked. My escort frowned at me. I don’t suppose
he’d ever said a disrespectful word to Etherington. Maybe he hadn’t
heard Etherington take a disrespectful word from anybody else
either.

Etherington smiled easily, then
dropped his feet and came upright.

“That’s all, Hogue,” he
said.

Hogue went out.

As soon as the door closed behind him
Etherington got to his feet and pulled out a pack of Camels. He lit
one, tossed the pack to me. I lit one. When we had smoke crossing
between us, he said, “You’re a friend of Tom Dorsal, aren’t
you?”

I nodded. Tom was one of Etherington’s
top men. We had spent a year together in the Army, and struck up a
good friendship. After the war in Vietnam had fizzled out, Tom had
joined the police and in no time at all he’d convinced people in
authority, that he was being wasted pounding beat. He’d been
assigned to Etherington, had gone through a rigorous course in
detection and had finally been selected as a permanent with
Etherington’s tough Unit Ten.

He liked the job which he told me a
lot about over drinks when we got together to chew over past
glories and mistakes.

“Dorsal’s a
good man,” said Etherington. “One of my best.” He strode to the
front of his desk and watched me carefully. “He didn’t even want to
take his vacation this year, he’s so keen on his job.”

He was leading up to something. I
helped him. It paid to help Etherington sometimes.

“But you made him take
them, eh? You figured he was jaded. Needed freshening
up.”

“That’s right,” admitted
Etherington. “He planned to go to the mountains with his wife and
kid. He didn’t go.”

“Mountain life is healthy,”
I said.

“The best,” said
Etherington. He drew heavily on his cigarette and let smoke drift
from his nostrils as he stubbed the butt in the desk
tray.

Suddenly, he looked
up. “I want some
assistance from you, Kent.”

“If it can help Tom
Dorsal
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