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In the Gutter

––––––––
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Filth. It litters the streets of my city. Under every bench, in every alleyway, on every street corner, a new piece of trash somehow finds its way back onto the once-clean pavement. The more you try to clean one mess, another just takes its place. Before you know it, your hands are filthy. The dirtier they get, the more you want all the grime off of them, until you finally try to wash your hands of it. It’s only then that you realize that while attempting to get rid of your mess, you need to dirty up something else, and the cycle continues again and again. 

I’ve walked these polluted streets a thousand times. Every night, some new piece of trash turns up like a bad penny. I’m sure you know all too well that things seldom land softly when they’ve been tossed to the gutter. I've been kicked out of enough places where I can tell you from experience that the hard kiss of the pavement is far less pleasant than one from a dame; though, there are exceptions.  

Too often or not, a man with a steady job and a positive outlook on life can find himself out on the curb among the rest of the trash. His good intentions and moral nature get flipped on his head until he’s up to his neck in corruption. That kind of filth doesn’t wash away with the rest of your dirty laundry. Soon, you’re so far down the rabbit hole that you’re stuck in the gutter. 

All it takes is one bad day and the right devil to push you from the righteous path; one who’ll keep his claws in you until he’s tired of playing with you. And believe me, this city has plenty of devils to choose from—plenty more if you know where to look.

I walked down the drenched sidewalk in the pouring rain. I don’t mind the rain. It’s cool and washes the blood on my hands away; at least, on the surface. My trench coat was soaked and a steady stream of water flowed from the brim of my equally-soaked fedora to the city street below. I was so wet that I looked like I’d taken a dip in Lake Michigan. Even the dying embers of the cigarette pressed between my lips barely managed to stay lit in the downpour.

I was in no particular hurry and walked at a slow steady pace. The few souls who encountered me on the street kept a safe distance, some even ducked into shops and alleyways to avoid me altogether as I passed. I paid them no mind and continued on my way with the usual destination in mind; the bar.

I traveled down a long dark alley and continued down a narrow hallway until I reached a thick door that prevented me from going any further. I knocked once.

A grill slid open and a pair of eyes appeared from behind it.

“Password?”

“Barefoot waltz,” I said.  

The eyes behind the door disappeared. The sound of a heavy deadbolt sliding open indicated that the password was correct. A moment later, the heavy door opened and a hand waved me through. I passed the big gorilla guarding the door without glancing at him.

As I entered through the large door of the dimly lit speakeasy, I was met by the sights of criminals, stumblebums, flappers, dirty cops, and just about everyone else who’d fallen on hard times after the stock market took a nosedive. They were gathered at narrow tables talking amongst themselves and enjoying all the food and drinks the bar had to offer. A band played Jazz music for the patrons of the crowded establishment on a small stage facing away from the door. A few people were shaking their legs on the dancefloor to the tune, but I ignored the music and scanned the large room for my contact; the same man who owned the joint. 

I spotted him sitting in a booth on the far side of the room playing poker with another patron. He was an Arabic man whose real name meant “pleasant companion,” but everyone around here just called him “Sam.”

Sam wore a brown tailored suit and matching slacks. He had raven-black hair and welcoming brown eyes. For a man originally from Egypt, there was not a trace of his original accent whenever he spoke. 

“Ha! I win!” The dark-skinned man exclaimed to the other man at the table and revealed the cards in his hand. 

The unlucky man opposite him cursed angrily and threw his cards on the table. 

As I approached, Sam spotted me and turned to the other man. 

“Get lost,” he said, “I’m tired of winning your money.” 

The other man began to sweep his pile of money back toward his side of the table. Sam noticed this and pointed his drawn pistol at the other player. 

“Ah, ah, ah. Leave the money,” he said, “You lost it fair and square.” 

Reluctantly, the other man walked away from the table empty-handed. 

“Mind if I join you, Sam?”

“Of course, Guy,” the dark-skinned man said, then gestured to an empty chair. “Have a seat.”

Needing no further invitation, I occupied the chair across from him while he collected his winnings. 

I tipped the brim of my still-soaked hat and let a small trickle of water drip onto the table next to Sam’s winnings. 

“Watch it!” Sam said, moving the money away before it got wet. “Jeez, can I get you a drink...or a towel?”

“Wouldn’t mind a drink if you’re buying,” I said, “but first tell me something, Sam: anyone come by looking for me tonight?”

Sam placed the deck of cards in his trouser pocket. 

“Yeah. There was a guy in here earlier, looking for you.”

“Who? A client? A cop?”

“No. Just some big fella wearing a blue business suit. He’s claiming to be a business associate of Capone. Haven’t seen him in here before. He’s over at the bar waiting for you.” 

I turned and glanced over at the bar. Sure enough, a tall, muscular man in a blue suit was standing by the bar flirting with a brunette dame. The man had a pencil-thin mustache and his oily hair was slicked back. I immediately recognized the man as, Marcus Wyant. 

“He can wait a bit longer,” I said. “What’d he want?”

“He didn’t say. Only asked me to send you his way if you stopped in.” 

“Mhm...” I said, taking one last puff of my cigarette, before setting it in the ashtray. “I’ll take that drink now if you’re still buying.”

“Sure,” Sam waved the bartender over. “Hammett, bring Guy his usual. Put it on my tab.”

A few minutes later, Hammett delivered a glass of bootleg whisky so strong, that it might as well have been poison and set it in front of me. I reached out, lifted the glass, and tilted my head back as the strong liquor ran down my throat. 

I could tell by Sam’s expression that he’d already caught a glimpse of the blood on my suit jacket. I quickly covered it with my coat. 

“Your blood, or someone else’s?”

I took another swig of my drink. “Couldn’t tell you.” 

Sam looked over at Wyant, then back to me. 

“You don’t look so good, Guy? You in some kind of trouble?”

“Guess you could say that. I’ve had a hell of a day.”

“What does one of Capone’s goons want with you?”

“Old Scarface has some dirt on me he keeps holding over my head—even from behind bars. He’s been using it to strongarm me into doing some small jobs for him on the side—Not by choice, mind you.”

“Sounds like you made a deal with the Devil.”

“You don’t know the half of it. When Capone collects, he collects with interest.”

I cradled the glass of hooch in my hands like it was a newborn’s head and took another large gulp. 

“What happened?”

“Let’s just say, I got my hands dirtier than I would’ve liked during my last job for him.”

“I’m going to need a bit more than that to go off of, Guy.”

I let out a sigh. “Tell you what, Sam, you keep the drinks coming and my lips just might get a little looser.”

Sam waved Hammett over again. The old bartender arrived with a tall bottle of the good stuff and began refilling my glass. I grabbed the bottle from him and placed it on the table.

“Leave the bottle,” I said. 

Reluctantly, the bartender walked away. 

“That enough to loosen your lips?” Sam asked. 

“For a while.”

“Then why don’t you start from the beginning?”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


A Phone Call and an Old Flame

––––––––
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It all started Tuesday night, while I was sitting in my office. It’d been a slow night. No new clients or cases to look into. I sat at my desk looking up at the spinning ceiling fan, which was doing nothing to keep the sweat from rolling down the back of my neck. 

After losing my job as a detective to the corruption of this city, I’d spent the last two years setting up shop as a private eye. I’d had a couple of small jobs here and there, but nothing you’d read about in the papers—still, it was a good gig. 

I sat back in my chair and lit a fresh cigarette. There was nothing else to do so I just watched the smoke blow about my office. It had been slow all day and I had even considered closing up for the night.

Suddenly, I heard the telephone bell ring in the other room. My secretary, Miss Kathrine Stevens, answered it. A moment later, she knocked on the office door. 

“Come in,” I said.

Kat Stevens turned the knob and stepped into my office. She was a beautiful young woman in her late twenties, with medium-length auburn hair that had tight curls and a pleasant romantic side part, which framed her delicate face. She had thick eyelashes and rose-red lipstick coated her lips. She wore a green Marcel Rochas suit with a matching skirt that stopped just above her ankles and a brand of perfume I couldn’t quite place.  

“There’s a call from a Mr. Wyant on the other line for you.”

“Thanks, doll. Send it through.”

When the bell rang on the telephone, I answered immediately. If Marcus Wyant was calling me, it always meant trouble. 

“This is Duncan.”

The voice on the other end was far too familiar for a business call; the kind of familiar tone you’d expect from a distant acquaintance or salesperson pretending to be closer to you than they are. Wyant greeted me like an old buddy.

“Duncan! Glad I caught you. I’m not catching you at a bad time, am I?”

“If you were, would it matter?”

“No. It was just a formality.”

I stroked my forehead.

“Cut to the chase, Wyant.”

“I’m calling because our mutual business associate in the Cook County Jail has another job for you...”

I felt my stomach churn like it was trying to digest some rotten meat. I loathed calls from Capone’s associates. Even locked away in prison, Al Capone was still running things with the help of his thugs. 

“...Since he’s been away these past few months, some of his competition’s been trying to move in on his bootlegging business. He don’t like people moving in on his turf. You remember what happened to Joe Aiello. He wants you to take out his competition for him.”

“And if I say no?”

“A man like you’s in no position to turn down a job like this. Be a real shame if something happened to that beautiful dame working in your office.”

I scowled. That crossed the line. I could care less if Capone dragged my name through the mud again—hell, he’d already used whatever pull he had to get me kicked off the force a few years back. So my name was plenty dirty—but there was no way I was going to let Kat get caught up in my mess. 

“I do this job and I’m square with your boss?”

“Sure. Sure. You’ll be a free man. No more taking jobs for us or nothing after this. Just one last job and you’re out. Promise.”

I doubted he was telling the truth, but I didn’t have any choice in the matter. 

“Who am I looking for?” I asked with a sigh. 

I could picture the ugly smile on Wyant’s face. 

“A small-time gangster from the south side named Alastor Nerezza has been trying to make a name for himself in the bootlegging business. Word on the street is he’s doing pretty well for himself in his little operation. 

“The boss wants him gone. You get what I’m saying?”

“I understand.”

“I’m sure a private eye like you will have no trouble finding Nerezza and making sure he’s taking a nice long dirt nap. We’ll be keeping a close eye on you, so we’ll know if you don’t hold up your end of the bargain.”

Without another word, he hung up.

And just like that, I was back in the mess, getting my hands dirty for Capone again. I’d gone from a disgraced-detective-turned-private-eye to a private-eye-moonlighting-as-a-button-man-for-Capone.

I quickly hung up the telephone, then reached over and opened my desk drawer. I removed an empty glass and the bottle of Listerine that I hid my booze in from it and poured myself a stiff drink. 

It burned going down my throat, but I didn’t care. It numbed the sewage line that my life had become. I loosened my tie and took another sip from the glass. 

I heard the hallway door to the waiting area open. The frosted glass of my office door window made it difficult to see who had entered, but the silhouette was distinctly female. Whoever it was, was talking to Kat in the other room. 

A moment later, Kat knocked on my door. 

I quickly buttoned my collar and tightened my tie, then told her to “Come in.” 

Kat poked her head through the door: 

“There’s a Miss Desiree here to see you. She doesn’t have an appointment though.”

Desiree...Now, that was a name I’d never expected to hear again. 

“Send her in,” I said. 

I sat up in my chair, as the other woman entered. 

The first thing I noticed was her long slender gams. The rest of her soon passed through the door and into my office. She had round hips connected to a narrow waistline. Her neckline was impressive; it was sure to turn heads no matter what she wore. Her blonde hair was tucked under a tilted hat, but the hair that poked out emphasized her blue eyes. 

She wore a black and white dress that would’ve been considered too formal to wear in the office, but not formal enough for a night on the town. In her left hand was a matching handbag of a similar style. The black heels covering her feet made her every movement seem sensual. You’d have to have been blind to not consider her beautiful.

For a dame I hadn’t seen in ages, I tried not to let her charms get to me.

“Guy Duncan...” she said in a pleasant, yet seductive voice. 

“Lola Desiree...” I answered. 

She noticed the glass and bottle of “Listerine” on my desk. 

“What’re you drinking, handsome?”

“Mouthwash,” I said, skirting the issue, then focused on uncovering the real reason for this unexpected visit. “You got a lot of nerve showing up here after what you did.”

“I promise I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t important.”

“I’m sure.” 

She continued to stand in the doorway as if waiting for a formal invitation. When I didn’t offer her a seat, she took the initiative.

“May I sit?”

“Might as well. I don’t have any other clients lining up for my services at the moment.”

Her round hips swayed with each step she took as she walked over to the chair opposite my desk and sat down. She pulled a cigarette from the container in her handbag and pressed it past her pouty lips. 

As she fumbled around the contents of her handbag in search of her lighter, I quickly leaned over and offered her mine. She nodded her thanks and lit the end of the cigarette in her mouth. She took a deep breath, then puffed a cloud of smoke in my direction. 

“Now,” I said, sitting back in my chair, “why don’t we cut the small talk and jump to the part where you tell me why you’re here.”

“All right. It’s my sister, Lexi. I’m worried about her. I haven’t heard from her in months. She doesn’t call or visit anymore. It’s just not like her.”

I remembered Lexi. Last time I saw her, she was only nineteen—now she’d probably be twenty-one, maybe a little older. From what I remembered; she was almost the spitting image of her sister.

“She usually give you the silent treatment? Something happen recently between you two? Maybe an argument or a falling out of sorts?”

I saw Lola shift uncomfortably in her seat like she was sitting on an alligator ready to bite her in the butt. She looked around the office evasively but said nothing. 

“Listen, toots, I let you in here out of professional courtesy, but if you’re not going to be straight with me, then get up and walk back out that door. Don’t waste my time.”

I stood up and began to move towards the door; that loosened her lips.

“We...had an argument a few months back...”

I returned to my desk and sat down, while she continued: 

“She’d been bitten by the love bug with some fella. Was head over heels for him, you see. She said it was love.”

“Nothing out of the ordinary for a dame her age.”

“She said she was going to run away with him. I-I may have lost my temper. I told her she was too young to be thinking that way. No matter how many times I tried to tell her that he was trouble, she wouldn’t listen. I haven’t seen her since.”

There were tears welling up in those bright blue eyes of hers. She pulled a handkerchief out of her bag and dabbed at them, taking care not to smear her makeup. 

“Why didn’t you go to the cops with this sob story and file a missing person’s report?”

“I did,” she said, “They told me there’s not much they can do since she walked away on her own and doesn’t want to see me.” 

“I can’t say I blame them. Truth is, if your sister doesn’t want to see you, then that’s her choice. You’ll just have to live with that.”

“You don’t understand! The fella she’s been seeing is working for some dangerous people!”

Her story was one violin short of a tragedy. Still, she’d piqued my interest. 

“Dangerous people like who?” 

“Nerezza...Alastor Nerezza.”

Nerezza, I repeated in my head. If I played my cards right I’d kill two birds with one stone. 

“Does this fella of hers have a name?”

She nodded. “Otis Agresta.”

“Seems like an awful lot of players in this story of yours—which means trouble for me. Nerezza is one of Capone’s competitors. I don’t feel like getting caught up in a gang war all because your sister won’t talk to you. You always did have a nasty habit of making choices that sent the people in your life packing.”

There was fire behind those eyes of hers. I’d struck a nerve. 

“Listen—I know I hurt you a while back, and you’ve got every reason not to help me, but Lexi’s the only family I’ve got left in the world! She wasn’t involved in what happened between us! Don’t hold my choice against her!”

I looked past the angry front she was putting up and peered straight into her eyes—those damn blue eyes. There was some truth to what she was saying, and I knew it. With eyes like those, a dame could get away with more crimes
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