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Whiskey, the Cat, and the Ghost
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Detective Lucas Palao of the NYPD’s 44th Precinct sat in his apartment on Walton Avenue in the Bronx, sipping whiskey. His mother, a Frenchwoman, had given him the name Lucas. His father, a Polynesian, had passed down the surname Palao. The apartment—modest but his own—had also come from them. Lucas earned a decent living, enough for a young, unmarried man, yet his parents, living in Honolulu, still treated him like a boy, sending him a generous sum every month. He rarely drank and never joined his colleagues at bars or strip clubs, spending most of his time working or reading in silence.

His coworkers’ attitudes toward him ranged from indifference to open hostility. Palao had an uncompromising sense of justice: he took no bribes and refused to bargain with his conscience. If a hardened criminal sat across from him but was not currently involved in any crime, Lucas spoke to him as he would to any ordinary citizen. Past sins and past merits meant nothing to him—only what was being investigated here and now.

At the precinct, he maintained friendly relations with two colleagues: Peter Smollett, a third-grade detective like Lucas, and Officer Angel Martinez. Lucas occasionally played pool with Peter, while Angel often dragged him to a Mexican place called Tacos El Coyote. But Lucas did have one true friend — a massive Maine Coon named Confucius. The cat was a philosopher, fond of order and silence, perfectly suited to his name.

Lucas took another sip of whiskey. He was hungry, but the day’s case had drained him physically and mentally, leaving him without the strength even to walk to the refrigerator. Confucius watched his friend and owner with quiet, philosophical disapproval. Like most intelligent animals, the cat recognized the smell of alcohol—and disliked it.

Today’s case was ugly in every possible way: utterly illogical, grotesquely bloody for no apparent reason, and made even more absurd by the statements of witnesses and informants. This was what the scene revealed, based on the evidence collected.

South Bronx. An abandoned factory building. Notorious New York drug dealer Caesar Torres had recently set up a lab there to produce some crystalline junk. Recently — that much the informants swore to. Otherwise, they claimed, they would have tipped the police off long ago. Plausible enough. Working with informants was always a delicate game, and for an incorruptible cop like Lucas — who had nothing to trade for their loyalty — it required real skill.

The lab had been hit hard. Automatic gunfire. Two guards down in the yard, two more inside, eight workers executed at their makeshift stations. And then came the strangest part — nothing was taken. The product remained untouched. The place wasn’t torched. The attackers simply left the bodies where they fell and walked away.

Palao had spent hours on site — crouching, measuring bullet trajectories, collecting shell casings, sketching diagrams — until he was completely drained.

What troubled him most was the witnesses’ claim that the raid had been carried out by Rhino . And that made the least sense of all.

Moses “Rhino” Pierce was a gangster — a dangerous one — but he never dealt with drug lords. According to rumor, he despised junkies. And, by those same rumors, he had never crossed paths with Caesar, never fought him, never competed with him.

Yet men said to be working for Rhino had been spotted at the scene.

So Lucas had no choice but to follow that lead — at least for now. There could have been other overlaps. Maybe Caesar had borrowed money from Mo — though Mo wouldn’t have given him a dime if he’d known where the money was going.  

Lucas sighed, took a long swallow of whiskey, and leaned back on the sofa, stroking Confucius. The cat purred.

He drifted off.

He woke when the cat under his hand suddenly jerked upright, arched his back, and hissed. Lucas rested his hand on the animal’s neck, trying to calm him — but Confucius’s fur stood on end.

Palao looked toward the spot the cat was staring at.

There was nothing there.

— Easy, easy, buddy. What is it? There’s nothing there.

The cat shot him what looked unmistakably like contempt, jumped off the couch, and crept low across the floor toward the bathroom door. He paused at the corner, weight shifting from paw to paw, ready to spring.

Then he lunged around it.

The bathroom door was closed.

Confucius hissed at it, glanced back at Lucas as if urging him to follow, and hissed again. Rising to his full length — tall enough for his paws to reach Lucas’s collarbones — he began clawing at the door.

— Step aside, let me see what’s there.

The detective glanced at the coat hanging on the rack, the pistol in its pocket, smirked, and pulled out a wrench from the drawer. Carefully moving the feline philosopher aside, he yanked open the door. As expected, no one was in the bathroom.

— Well, what was all the fuss about? Come in.

The cat didn’t enter, lying instead on the floor before the door, watching his owner closely. The phone rang; it was Peter.

— Hello, hey, Pete.

— Hey, Lu. Any news?

— What news?! I’m trying to figure out who exactly was seen at the scene—we can’t build a case on “a tall Black guy, athletic, maybe seen with Mo. Waiting for info; I need at least one name.

— One? There were several of Mo’s guys?

— We don’t even know if Mo’s guys were there at all. I don’t recall any unreliable junkies in Rhino’s gang. But another thing—the lab was producing drugs, not selling them. And if they weren’t Caesar’s people, what were they even doing there? Pete, pull your “sources,” maybe something useful will come up.

— Okay, I’ll call you after I talk to them. Not before an hour though—they don’t like being seen, I’ll have to go to the “spot.”

All detectives and officers had secure meeting points with informants—it was crucial that no one from the criminal world could find out. Any snitch caught slipping would be dead within a couple of hours somewhere in an abandoned South Bronx building.

— Alright, talk to you later.

Lucas ended the call and tossed the phone onto the couch. He went back to the bathroom. The cat was still lying across the threshold, calmer now but watchful, ears forward.

Lucas inspected the small room again. Everything was in place. Towels hung as he had left them. Nothing disturbed.

As he turned to leave, he noticed faint streaks high on the mirror. He was meticulous. He would not have left marks like that.

He stepped closer and breathed onto the glass.

The mirror fogged.

Two words appeared:

Help Me.

Lucas shuddered and stepped back.

He had read about things like this — messages on steamed mirrors. Usually threats. Not pleas for help. Reading about it was one thing. Seeing it in your own bathroom was another.

He wiped the glass clean and crouched beside the cat.

— Buddy, did you sense a ghost?

He rolled Confucius gently onto his side, scratching his belly.

— My little guard. Just like a watchdog.

The cat narrowed his eyes in contentment.

Suddenly Confucius jerked upright, arched his back, and hissed toward the bathroom. Lucas stood, stepped into the doorway, scanned every corner — nothing.

He looked at the wrench still in his hand and almost laughed. He put it back in the drawer.

“Alright. Stay calm,” he thought.

He turned the hot water on again. Steam filled the room slowly. Lucas stepped back and waited.

Letters formed on the misted surface:

I beg You, help me.

— Who are You?

A pause.

Olivia Holden. I need Your help, Detective.

Lucas noticed the capital letter and answered the same way.

— How may I help You?

The response appeared:

I died thirteen days ago. A blood clot. Sudden. My husband passed long before me. I remained. I believe it is connected to what happened after my death. With Your permission, I would like to appear and explain. Seeing me will be enough.

Lucas glanced at the cat.

— My cat is unsettled by your presence. I hope that will not disturb You. Let’s talk in the room.

The steam faded.

Lucas stepped into the living room. Confucius’ ears twitched, but he did not hiss.

The air in the corner shifted slightly.

A figure began to form.

A woman. Around fifty. Long skirt below the knees. A simple sweater over her shoulders. Long hair. Colorless, but clearly visible.

Lucas could make out her features.

She spoke. Her voice was soft but steady.

— Good evening, Detective. My name is Olivia Holden.

— Good evening, ma’am.

— I dislike the word “ghost,” but I suppose that is what I am. I died thirteen days ago. It was sudden. I did not expect it. My husband passed long before me. I remained because of my son.

Lucas nodded.

— What happened to him?

She held his gaze.

— Something terrible. And he has no one left to help him.

— I died of a blood clot. My husband had passed long before me. So consider me Miss... not Mrs.

Lucas thought Olivia laughed.

— I have a son, Robert Holden. He’s twenty-nine. That’s why I need Your help. I did not manage to make a will, so everything I owned passed to him automatically. The most valuable item was a painting. It was kept in the basement, wrapped in burlap. I meant to hang it in the living room, but never did. Only my son and my elder brother, Jack, knew about it.

She paused.

— Two days after my death, my son went down to the basement. The painting was gone. He went to his uncle to see whether Jack had taken it. That same evening, my brother was found dead. My son was arrested on suspicion of murder. Neighbors said they heard shouting. A struggle. I can assure You — one hundred percent — my son did not kill anyone.

— Just a moment, ma’am. Let’s sort out the details. What kind of painting?

— One of the lesser-known works by Claude Monet. Dandelions.

— Estimated value?

— Approximately five million dollars.

Lucas let out a low whistle.

— And you are certain it was stolen?

— I am. And before you ask — the painting cannot be sold without its documents. Certificate of authenticity. Proof of ownership. Independent expert reports. Those documents were not taken with the painting. But someone is trying to find them now.

Lucas leaned forward slightly.

— How do you know that?

He was no longer tired. He was fully focused.

— Two days after my brother’s death and my son’s arrest, I returned to our house. It was not sealed.

— It would not be. It is not a crime scene.

— That night, two men broke in.

— Can you describe them?

There it was — the scent of a lead.

— Both white. One tall, dark-haired. The other slightly shorter, blond. The blond had a British accent. They searched the entire house. They did not damage the furniture. The documents are still inside. Only my son and I know where they are hidden. It is not easy to find.

Lucas rubbed his hands without noticing.

— Who arrested your son? And how was your brother killed?

— Detective Jeremy McCullough. From what I overheard, my brother was strangled. By hand.

— So the house was searched?

— Yes.

— That is strange. There was no weapon to look for. What does your son do?

— He repairs things. Anything. From eyeglasses to refrigerators. He has his own workshop.

Lucas exhaled.

— Ma’am, let’s pause for a few minutes. I’m starving. Will you be alright if I step out?

— Of course, Detective. I am in no hurry.

Her voice trembled slightly. There was a faint, sad smile.

— From what you’ve told me, I already have reason to believe your son is innocent. I’ll be back and we’ll continue. By the way, my cat has stopped hissing at you. Any idea why?

— Some believe cats sense intentions. I think he understands I mean no harm.

As if on cue, Confucius entered the room, looked directly at Olivia, jumped onto the sofa, and lay down, tucking his paws beneath him. No aggression.

Lucas nodded.

— Perhaps you’re right. That’s good. I won’t be long.
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Lucas ran into the 24-hour Dunkin’ café, grabbed a couple of hamburgers, a sweet pastry, and a coffee. He decided to eat it all at home, but couldn’t wait any longer and devoured — or rather, swallowed in a few bites — one hamburger. He opened the door, stepped into his apartment, and froze — the barrel of a gun pressed against his temple.

— Don’t move. We’re not here to kill you.

Lucas glanced sideways at the man holding the gun — a tall African-American. The man gripped him by the shoulder and, without lowering the weapon, guided him into the room. On the office chair, turned with its back to the window and desk, sat Mo. Another man with a gun stood in the opposite corner, keeping both the room and the entrance in view. The first thug pushed Lucas inside and stayed by the door.

— Hello, Palao.

Lucas set the bag with food and coffee on the coffee table and dropped onto the sofa.

— I won’t wish you good health in return, Mo. What the hell are you doing here? Trying to scare me?

— Palao, do you know who I am?

— Oh, you want me to confirm how “tough” you are?

Lucas laughed. Moses frowned.

— What does that have to do with anything?! You’re pinning Caesar on me — you know that’s not my line of work! You’re looking for me. How else was I supposed to talk to you?

— By phone, damn it! Why did you decide we’re looking for you?

— Rumors started spreading...

— Interesting. And where do those rumors reach you from? Never mind, you won’t say. Talk. What do you want? And then get out — I’m hungry.

— Palao, everyone knows you’re fair. You don’t throw people in jail without reason. I wasn’t there. And my guys weren’t there either. I swear on anything — I didn’t even know about that damn lab. Be a man. Sort it out.

— Look at me, Moses. Do you have an alibi?

— I do. But you’re after my guys, right? I don’t buy them at thrift stores. They’re my family.

— Oh, come on...

Lucas grimaced.

— Spare me the eternal brotherhood speech. Let’s say I’m willing to believe you. Has anyone been kicked out of your crew recently?

— People leave all the time. And what kind of gang are we now? When was the last time you heard we did anything illegal? Be honest.

— Honestly? Haven’t heard in a while.

— Exactly.

— Mo, did you ever clash with Caesar?

— No. I don’t even know him. Last time I “fought” anyone was with some Chinese guys — and that was about thirty minutes of arguing.

Mo laughed.

— How’s that?

— A couple of Chinese businessmen came to me for protection. One opened a club, another a small restaurant. I was surprised, but I agreed. I’ve been investing in businesses for a while. Then some Chinese mafiosi showed up, claiming I’d taken “their people” under my roof. Apparently, only Chinese protect the Chinese. They came armed like commandos. My guys weren’t holding ping-pong paddles either. I told them businessmen aren’t traitors. They came to me. If I backed down, it would hurt my authority. They pushed back, but I had something to offer them.

— And what was that?

Mo hesitated.

— Something I had that they didn’t. Something they needed. Now we’re tight. No more wars. I invested in the club and the restaurant. We moved it somewhere better. Bigger. Cozier. That’s how I make money now.

— Fine. I’ll take your word as a starting point. But I’ll verify everything.

— Of course you will. I know that.

— If you’re telling the truth — and I think you are — then someone’s setting you up. Think about who. I’ll dig too.

— Please do. I know you don’t take money. But if you help me, I’ll owe you a favor.

— Go on, Don Corleone. You’ll owe me a favor.

Lucas mimicked him. Mo stood. His men began leaving.

The thug at the door turned back.

— In any case, I owe you a—

He froze. His face twisted. His eyes widened as he stared into the corner.

— Wha... what is that?! Pa... Palao!

Lucas turned, already knowing what he would see. In the corner stood the clear silhouette of Miss Olivia.

He smiled.

— Relax, Mo. That’s my assistant.

Moses crossed himself and bolted from the apartment like a bullet.

Olivia spoke gently.

— They won’t let you eat, Detective. Please go ahead. I’ll wait.

— While I’m chewing, Miss Olivia, tell me — did you go to your brother’s house after his death?

— I did not dare... though I do not know why. I will go now.

She vanished.

Lucas ate and thought. He had ideas forming, but interfering in someone else’s investigation required caution. He finished his meal, cleared the table, brushed away crumbs left by Confucius. The cat lifted his head calmly as Olivia reappeared.

— Lucas, everything has been turned upside down. I do not believe the police would leave such disorder. I think the same two men who came to our house were there.
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