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  Chapter One




  The bus came up over the rise and there was Lyncastle nestling in the dark palm of the mountains like a jewel box with the moon shining on it. From a distance the avenues and

  streets were like burlap woven of lights and neon tubes, a crosshatch pattern that went on long after midnight, moving and screaming with a false, drunken gaiety.




  I took the envelope out of my pocket and tore it until my lap was filled with the remains, then slid the window open and let the fragments whip out into the night.




  The fat lady behind me poked a chubby finger into my shoulder and said, ‘If you don’t mind, I’d like that window shut.’ The way she said it you’d think I was a damn

  kid.




  I said, ‘I’d like your mouth shut too.’ She shut it. All day it had been flapping about everything from the way the driver handled the crate to the noise the baby up front

  made, but this time it was shut so tight even her lips didn’t show.




  The last of the shreds streamed by the window and I thought that there goes a big fat reason for killing somebody, scattered over a mile of concrete, and no matter how hard he tried, nobody

  could go back and pick up the pieces fast enough to find out why.




  I left the window open and hoped it would blow the wig off the fat lady and I didn’t close it until the bus angled into a port that was the other half of the railroad station.




  The driver killed the engine and half turned his head while he said, ‘This is Lyncastle. Change here for railroad and bus connections to Chicago and all points east. There will be a

  twenty-minute rest stop for anyone going south.’




  For me it was the end of the line.




  I waited until the fat woman puffed by and traded her a nasty grin for something she said too low to hear, then hauled my metal overnight case out of the rack and followed her off the bus.




  A mile off a train hooted twice and its eye swivelled around a curve and led it down the stretch to the station. A redcap inside the station was warning the group headed for the rest rooms that

  there was no time to waste and those who were making the connection ran for the platform.




  I put the overnight case down and pulled the last cigarette out of my jacket pocket, lit it, and went into the waiting-room. A flimsy lunch counter ran along one side of the wall with a

  news-stand opposite it by the ticket booth. All the seats were filled so I went back to the men’s room and did what I had to do.




  For a minute I thought of washing up, but it was going to take more than a bowl and a jar of liquid soap to take the grime of a thousand miles out of my skin. I needed a haircut and shave more

  than I needed a change from the greasy pants and leather jacket. So I washed my hands and let it go at that.




  This time there was an empty stool at the lunch counter and I could see why it was empty. The fat woman had the next one and was shooting her mouth off again. Something to do with the grease in

  the doughnuts. The tired-looking waitress was next to tears and if I hadn’t climbed onto the stool fatty would have gotten her second cup of coffee thrown in her face. She shut up when she

  saw me and wrinkled her nose like I smelled bad or something.




  The waitress came down and I said, ‘Coffee. A ham and Swiss on rye, too.’ She made up my order and rang up the change on the register. I had a second coffee to put a lid on the meal

  and turned around on the stool.




  For the first time I noticed the old man in the ticket booth. But it wasn’t the first time he had noticed me. I could tell that much. There were four people lined up in front of his window

  waiting to get tickets and he wasn’t paying much attention to what he was doing. He kept looking past them, squinting alternately through and above his steel-rimmed glasses with his face

  drawn into a puzzled frown that held something of a father’s worried look when his kid is sick.




  For a thousand miles I had been wondering when the first time would be. For a thousand miles I thought and speculated and now it was here. Just a grizzled old man with a handlebar moustache that

  looked like a yellow-tipped broom from straining so much tobacco juice.




  It wasn’t like I thought it would be at all.




  The last man in line picked up his ticket and walked back to the bus port and I took his place. The old man started to smile and I said, ‘Hello, Pop.’ Just like that.




  It looked like somebody pulled his moustache up with a string. Forty-eight false teeth showed a great big grin that was hesitant going up but solid once it was there. ‘Gawd! Johnny

  McBride. Johnny boy! . . .’




  ‘It’s been a long time, hasn’t it, Pop?’




  I couldn’t figure the look on his face. But at least I was sure of one thing . . . he recognized me. ‘Gawd, yes!’ he said.




  ‘How’s things in town?’




  He made a funny hollow noise with his teeth to keep the smile in place. ‘Same as ever. You . . . planning to stay around?’




  ‘For a while.’




  ‘Johnny! . . .’




  I picked up my bag. ‘See you, Pop. I’m tired and dirty and I want to get sacked in for the night.’ I didn’t want to stay there too long. From now on I had to go slow and

  easy. Sort of feel my way around the details I didn’t know. Too much at once could ruin a lifetime.




  Over at the news-stand I picked up a pack of Luckies and a package of gum and had one of each while the attendant made change of my buck. When I got back to the platform I stood there in the

  shadows watching the bus that brought me pull out and I knew that it was too late now to do anything except go through with it even if I didn’t want to.




  But I did want to. I wanted to more than I ever wanted anything else and just thinking about it was nice, like eating a thick juicy steak when you were hungry. For somebody else it wasn’t

  going to be so nice.




  For three people. One was going to die. One was going to get both arms broken so he could never use them again. One was going to get a beating that would leave the marks of the lash striped

  across the skin for all the years left to live.




  That last one was a woman.




  Something in the deeper shadows that formed the corner of the building moved and evolved into the bulk of a man. He stood there a minute, broad and tall, then took a step into the light. He was

  ponderous, the way a heavyweight is when he goes to fat, but without losing too much of his speed and strength. The light from the window hit his face, highlighting the coarse features that seemed

  built around the stub of the cigar in his mouth. He had on a new broad-brimmed hat with a narrow rancher’s band, but his suit was strictly working clothes and would have fitted if there

  hadn’t been the bulge of a gun in his hip pocket.




  I didn’t look at him, but I felt it when he was by my shoulder. ‘Got a light, buddy?’




  I flicked a match with my thumbnail and held it out. The face I thought was only coarse took on a brutal appearance. He nodded and I blew it out, squeezing the head out of habit to make sure

  there was no warmth left before I chucked it down. ‘Staying in town long?’ He blew the cigar smoke right in my face.




  ‘Could be,’ I said.




  ‘Where you from?’




  ‘Oklahoma.’ I gave him a faceful of cigarette smoke and he coughed. ‘The oil fields,’ I added.




  ‘No work like that here.’




  ‘Who says?’




  I wondered if he was going to swing on me. He did something with his hand, but all it was was to show the silver glint of a badge against a black leather folder. ‘I says.’




  ‘So?’




  ‘We don’t like migrants. Especially Oakies out of work. There’s a bus leaving in twenty minutes. You better be on it.’




  ‘What happens if I’m not?’




  ‘If you’re real interested I could show you.’




  My cigarette hit and splashed sparks in the road. Just for the hell of it I leaned into the shadows where there was nothing but dark, nothing at all, and he was there in the light squinting a

  little to see where I was. ‘I’m real interested,’ I said.




  There’s one thing nice about the guys who play rough. They can always tell when they got a sucker or somebody who’s not such a sucker. ‘Twenty minutes,’ he said. His

  cigar glowed to a cherry red as he pulled on it. ‘They turn the lights back on out here then.’




  A cab cruised in and slowed down. I picked up my case and walked over. The driver was a young kid with his hair slicked back and he gave me the eyes up and down while I opened the door. I said,

  ‘Town.’




  The cop moved out of the shadows and stepped off the kerb. The kid leered, ‘What do I get paid with?’




  So I took out the roll in my pocket and riffled through the twenties and fifties until I found a pair of singles and threw them on the seat beside him. He tucked them in his pocket fast and got

  polite all of a sudden. ‘Town it is, friend,’ he told me.




  I shut the door and looked back out the window. The cop was still there, but his face was all screwed up in a scowl and he was trying to figure out how he had made such a big mistake twice in

  figuring me for a sucker and for a poor sucker at that.




  The cab spun on to the main drag and I settled back against the cushions after telling the kid to take me to the Hathaway House. I watched the pattern of the lights shriek into a blaze of colour

  and thought that so far it had been a hell of a homecoming.




  But it was about what I had expected.










  Chapter Two




  The cab driver and the bellhop had a signal system rigged up. If I had gone in cold I would have gotten the treatment. The Hathaway House was the best hotel in town and it

  didn’t take to anybody who wasn’t lined with dough. The bellhop and the desk clerk had a signal system too, because I got a lot of smiles and nobody asked me to pay in advance. The hop

  did everything he was supposed to do and collected a five for it.




  He laid the key on the table and said, ‘Would you like anything brought up, sir?’




  I said, ‘What have you got?’




  ‘The best of everything. Whisky if you want it. Women too.’




  ‘What kind of women?’




  ‘You won’t be disappointed.’




  ‘The woman might be though. Maybe some other time.’




  ‘Sure, anything you say. Just ask for Jack. That’s me.’ He grinned on one side of his face. ‘I can get you anything you want in town.’




  He had wise little eyes like he knew everything there was to know. ‘I might do that,’ I said. He nodded and pulled the door shut. When he was gone I turned the lock and threw the

  bolt into the hasp and stripped off my clothes. I took out some clean underwear and socks from the case, tossed them on the bed with my shaving kit and stuffed everything else back in the case.

  Tomorrow I’d throw the works in some trash can and start over fresh.




  Tonight I was going to clean up if I had to ream out each pore individually, then crawl in between fresh sheets and stay there until I felt damn good and ready to get up.




  It was the sun that awakened me. It started at my feet and warmed its way up to my face until I had it full in the eyes. It was a bright, beautiful day that had gotten off to a

  good start. I stretched, got up and took a look out the window. It was a very beautiful day. It even made the town look good. And from up where I was looking down you’d never know that the

  place was called Little Reno because the saloons and gambling joints were still closed and aside from the black dots that were women in the shopping district, the streets were peacefully calm and

  deserted.




  No, not quite deserted. There was a drunk lying in the gutter down there. A dog came over, smelled him and backed away.




  I took another shower to wash the sleep off me, shaved fresh and called up room service for a breakfast. When they took my order I had the switchboard girl put me on an outside line to a fancy

  men’s shop and reeled off a list of things I needed. I had just finished breakfast when a beaming clerk from the men’s shop came in with a tailor to finish me off in party clothes.

  Luckily for me I’m one of those guys who walk right into a ready-made outfit, so there wasn’t much to be done except let out a few things. I’m not a small guy, either.




  The clerk walked off happy with a couple hundred bucks, a fat tip and all I needed was a haircut. I got that downstairs.




  Barber shops are funny places. Like the three monkeys, only in reverse. For some reason, barbers seem to be frustrated reporters, orators and G-Men all wrapped up together. While they have you

  strapped down to a chair they make you listen to a summary of events that would make a news commentator blush. I told the guy working on me to cut it as short as he could get it and that’s

  all I ever did get to say to him. He took it from there, started jawing about the people and the town and how he’d run it if he was mayor, got sidetracked into national politics then branched

  off into the first war, the second war and was well into his third.




  If I had been listening I would have noticed the way he lost track of things and concentrated on shaving around my ears, but I was paying too much attention to the rhythm the old coloured boy

  was putting into the shine on my new shoes and missed it all. He whipped off the towel and nodded to me in the mirror. His face looked funny. His smile was all porcelain when he took the buck and

  something in his throat made his tie bob up and down.




  I was climbing into my coat when the bellhop who could get me anything in town poked his head in the door and grinned at me. ‘Thought I saw you come in here. There’s a call for you

  at the desk. Guy says it’s important and I told him to hang on while I rounded you up.’




  ‘Thanks.’ His fingers picked the quarter out of the air that went with it. I went back into the lobby of the hotel and he pointed to a row of booths.




  ‘Number four. You can take it in there.’




  I closed the door, picked up the phone and said hello.




  I was thinking that I sure was a popular guy for somebody who had never been in the town of Lyncastle in his life. Maybe it was going to be fun after all. A nice, nasty kind of fun a lot of

  people wouldn’t forget in a hurry.




  The voice cracked in the middle when it said, ‘Hello . . . hello, Johnny?’




  I said, ‘That’s right,’ and waited to hear the rest of it.




  ‘Well speak up, boy. Good Lord, you had a nerve running off like that last night. Took me right until now to find the cabbie that brought you to town.’




  He spoke like I was supposed to know him and I did. It was the old boy from the railroad station and he sounded like he was calling off trains. Everything all at once and jumbled. Like three

  trains on the same track at the same time. You know.




  ‘Sorry, Pop,’ I said. ‘Had a long trip and I needed some sleep.’




  He exploded into a barrage of words. ‘Johnny, boy, are you out of your head? What’s the idea coming back! You git yourself outa that hotel right now and get down here. I

  haven’t been able to sleep a wink all night just thinking. That’s all, just thinking. You git caught up with and you know what’ll happen. I don’t have to tell you about this

  town. You know what’s gonna happen soon as you step outside the door. Now you call a cab and get down here, understand? There’s a bus going west in thirty minutes and I got your ticket

  all made out.’




  I had been looking out the window of the booth and saw them come in. Two of them. One was the bruiser who guarded the railroad station after dark. The other was a little smaller, not quite as

  chunky. His face was all happy-looking like he’d just stepped on a snake and there weren’t any fingers on his hands because they were all rolled up into fists. He had a bulge on his hip

  too. A pair of bulges. One on each side.




  I said, ‘Too late, Pop. They’re here now.’




  ‘Oh, my God, Johnny!’




  ‘See you later, Pop.’ I hung up and opened the door. The bruiser was watching the elevator and didn’t see me come out. The other guy was just getting the clerk’s

  attention and had the guy reaching for the registry cards when I walked up and stood beside him.




  Maybe he didn’t expect anything like that at all. He was looking at the card with ‘John McBride’ scrawled across the top line, cursing silently to himself, when I said,

  ‘I’m not hard to find, friend.’




  Fingers seemed to crawl up his neck under the skin and peel the flesh back from his face. He dropped the card and I saw his hands start to come out slow and deliberately to take me apart right

  there and I looked down at him some and said, ‘You put your hands on me and I’ll knock you right on your goddamn ass.’




  His hands stopped halfway to my neck and his eyes got wider and wider until there wasn’t any place else for the lids to go. The bruiser came up on the double with a billy out and ready,

  looked at me, then his partner while he said, ‘This the guy?’ caught the faint nod and came back to me again.




  ‘Well, well,’ he said.




  I grinned at the both of them. ‘Don’t let your positions go to your heads, pallies. Take me rough and I bet they carry three people out of here.’ I grinned some more and kept

  my eyes on the billy.




  The guy with the billy worked up a passable smile. ‘You sure sound tough. You sure do.’ He made like it was all a surprise to him, but he put the billy away. The other guy was

  staring at me in utter fascination. His hands had dropped, but his eyes hadn’t. They were gone, completely gone. They were lifeless without being dead, yet there was death and hatred in them

  like I had never seen before.




  Then they squinted a little bit shut and his face twisted wryly back into shape. ‘Move, Johnny. Stay in front of me and I hope to hell you try to run for it. I hope to hell you try so I

  can break your spine in half with a bullet.’




  I don’t scare easy. In fact, I don’t scare worth a damn. Anything that could ever scare me had already done it and now there wasn’t anything left I’d let push me. I

  looked at each one of them so they’d know it and they knew it. Then I walked out front and got into the police car and let the bruiser and the other guy squeeze me in. The bruiser grunted to

  himself a couple of times, a sound that meant he was enjoying himself. The other one just sat and when he wasn’t staring at me, stared straight ahead.




  His name was Captain Lindsey. The sign on his desk said so. The other was either Tucker somebody or somebody Tucker because that’s what the captain called him. Being in the room

  didn’t happen just like that. There was more to it, a kind of open-mouthed wonder about the whole thing like the janitor who let his broom drop and the desk sergeant who stopped talking in

  the middle of a sentence to a guy he was bawling out and the news reporter who yelled, ‘Gawd!’ and dashed into the press room for his camera.




  He didn’t get any pictures or any story because Lindsey took me into his room where there was a desk, two chairs and a filing cabinet. The two of them took the chairs and let me stand

  there.




  When I stood there long enough Lindsey said, ‘You’re a nervy bastard, Johnny. I never thought I’d see it happen like that.’




  I pulled out a smoke and took my time lighting it. Now it was my turn. I said, ‘You sure you’re not making a mistake?’




  The two cops exchanged glances. Lindsey smiled and shook his head. ‘How could I ever forget you, Johnny?’




  ‘Oh, lots of people make mistakes, you know.’ I let the smoke stream out through my nose and decided to make it short and sweet. ‘If you’re holding me on a charge, name

  it or shut your face. I don’t like being hauled into a crummy police station and talked to.’




  Lindsey must have been saving that one sneer up for a long time. ‘I don’t know what kind of an angle you think you’re playing, McBride, and I don’t give a damn. The

  charge is murder. It’s murder five years old and it’s the murder of the best friend a guy ever had. It’s a murder you’ll swing for and when you come down through the trap

  I’m going to be right there in the front row so I can see every goddamn twitch you make and there in the autopsy room when they carve the guts out of you and if nobody claims the body

  I’ll do it myself and feed you to the pigs at the county farm. That’s what the charge is. Now do you understand it?’




  Now I was understanding a lot of things including the way Pop’s voice cracked over the phone. They weren’t so pretty. This game was dirtier than I thought and I didn’t know

  whether I was going to like it so much.




  Murder. I was expected to shake in my shoes.




  Like I said, I didn’t scare easy. They saw it on my face again and were wondering why. This time I leaned on Lindsey’s desk and gave him a mouthful of smoke to let him know how I

  felt about it. ‘Prove it,’ I said.




  His face was cold as ice. ‘That’s a crappy angle. That’s real crappy, McBride. The last time you didn’t stay around long enough to know what we had, did you? Don’t

  mind my laugh. I’m getting a charge out of this. I love every bit of it. I want to see you go right through all the stages until there’s nothing left but jelly. You didn’t know we

  found the gun and got the best sets of prints you ever saw, did you? Sure, Johnny, I’ll prove it. Right now. I want to watch your face change.’




  He pushed himself away from the desk and nodded for Tucker to get behind me. We went down the hall where the reporter was screaming to be let in on the deal and into another room with a lot of

  tricky gadgets and a sign over the door that said LABORATORY. Lindsey must have looked at the card so often that he knew exactly where it was. He pulled it out of the file, stuck it in the slide of

  a projector and switched on the light.




  They were the prettiest set of fingerprints I’d ever seen in my life. Nice and clear with some real tricky swirls in the middle. Tucker tapped me on the shoulder. ‘Over here, tough

  boy.’




  Lindsey was waiting at the desk with a brand-new index card in front of him. He squeezed a quarter-inch of printer’s ink out of a tube onto a glass plate and began spreading it out with a

  rubber roller. When it covered the plate the way he wanted it he picked up my hand and pushed the tip of my forefinger in the mess.




  Maybe he thought I messed up the card purposely. He grabbed my finger and did it carefully this time.




  The same thing happened again like I knew it would and he said something foul.




  Instead of a print there was a solid black smudge because I didn’t have any fingerprints.




  I shouldn’t have laughed, but I couldn’t help it. The back of his hand smashed into my mouth and before he could do it again I hooked him under the chin and he and the desk and the

  junk slammed the floor. Tucker had time to get the billy unlimbered but not enough time to place it right. The thing ripped my coat open all the way up my sleeve and went back for another try. I

  had him then. I had him so goddamn good I nearly took his gut off. He folded up and never felt his face get turned into a squashed ripe tomato. I had time to see him vomit all over himself before

  my own head burst open in a blaze of fiery streaks that sent a curse of ungodly pain down into every single little nerve fibre throughout my body and I knew that this was what it was like to die.

  There was a crazy, violent screaming behind me that came from Lindsey’s contorted mouth and it was the last thing I thought I’d ever hear again.




  It was, for a long, long time.




  Sound came back first. It was a voice that said, ‘You’re a fool for doing that, Lindsey.’




  Then another voice that quavered slightly. ‘I should have killed him. Honest to God, I tried. I hope the bastard dies.’




  Somebody else was there too. ‘Not me. I hope he lives. I’ll work him over like he’s never been worked over before, so help me!’




  I wanted to answer that and couldn’t. My head was shrieking with the pain in it and I felt my legs pulling up in a tight knot. I waited until it passed and made my eyes open. I was on a

  metal bed in a room that was filled with people. Everything else was white and the air had a sharp, pungent odour.




  There was Lindsey with a lump on his jaw and Tucker still faintly recognizable through a maze of bandages and two other men in dark suits, a flat-faced girl in a white uniform talking to two

  more white uniforms with stethoscopes around their necks. The last two were looking at a set of films and they were nodding.




  When they reached a decision one said, ‘Concussion. Should have been a fracture. I don’t know how he got away with it.’




  ‘That’s nice,’ I said, and everybody looked at me. I was popular again.




  Things were quiet too long. Lindsey smiled when he shouldn’t have smiled. He came over and sat on the edge of the bed like an old friend and smiled some more. ‘Ever hear of

  Dillinger, Johnny? He went to a lot of trouble getting his fingertips cut off too. It didn’t work. You’re a little smarter than Dillinger . . . or you had a better job done. We

  can’t make them out yet, but they’ll come through. Up in Washington they have ways of doing those things, and if there’s so much as an eighth of an inch of ridging left they can

  prove it if it matches up. You got a little more time yet, kid. With Dillinger they had Bertillion measurements and photographs and we don’t have anything like that on you. It’s a cute

  set-up if ever I saw one . . . everyone and his brother knows you and we can’t prove it.’




  Tucker made a loud noise behind his bandages. ‘Hell, you ain’t letting him get away with it, are you?’




  There was no mirth in Lindsey’s laugh. ‘He’s not getting away with anything. Not one goddamn thing. The only way he can get out of this town is dead. Walk around, Johnny. Go

  see all your friends. Have yourself some fun because you don’t have much time to do it in.’




  I thought Tucker was going to make a try for me right then. He would have if Lindsey hadn’t put his arm up to stop him. His eyes under the gauze were red little marbles that tried to do

  what his hands couldn’t do. ‘Damn it, we gotta hold him! Lindsey, if you let him . . .’




  ‘Shut up. We can’t do a thing right now. If I try to book him a lawyer’ll have him out in five minutes.’ He turned back to me. ‘Just stay in town. Remember that.

  I’ll be one step behind you all the way.’




  Hell, I had to get in my two cents’ worth. It wouldn’t be any fun if I couldn’t sound off when I felt like it. ‘You remember something too. Every time you put your hands

  on me I’ll knock you on your goddamn ass like I did before and that goes for your stooge as well.’




  Somebody choked a little.




  Somebody swore.




  The doctor told them to go and the nurse closed the door. He pointed to the closet. ‘You can get dressed and go if you want to. My advice is to stay here awhile. There’s nothing

  wrong with you some rest won’t cure, though I don’t know how you got away with it.’




  ‘I’ll go,’ I told him.




  ‘O.K. with me. Be sure to take it easy.’




  ‘Yeah, I’ll do that.’ I reached up and felt the back of my head. ‘What about the bandage?’




  ‘Four stitches in your scalp. Come back in a week and I’ll take ’em out for you.’




  ‘You’re giving me a long time to live,’ I said.




  The doctor grinned at me.




  I got dressed and went downstairs to the window where they took a twenty and gave me back five. My legs were wobbly and my head throbbed, but a good sniff of the night air put me back together a

  little.




  It was pitch black and the stars were under cover. A worried guy sweating out a maternity call was pacing back and forth the ramp outside the door. He looked up hopefully when I opened it, saw

  me and went back to pacing. I walked down the ramp, turned onto the sidewalk and headed for the lights that marked the centre of town.




  Behind me the glowing tip of a cigarette traced an arc through the air, splattered out in the grass that bordered the gutter and a pair of heavy feet began to match my stride.




  The vigil had begun. Lindsey was behind me all the way.




  Metaphorically speaking, that is. The guy wasn’t Lindsey, but he was all cop. I was beginning to think that they didn’t have any little cops in this town. The one behind me was a

  barrel on legs weaving from side to side. He was such a good cop that it took me nearly two blocks to shake him.




  When I got to town I stopped at a drugstore and climbed into the phone booth. I dialled the hotel and asked for Jack. When I had him I said, ‘This is McBride. You remember that barber who

  worked on me today?’




  ‘Sure. Name’s Looth. We call him Looth Tooth. Why?’




  ‘Just curious. Thanks.’




  ‘Don’t mention it. By the way, where you calling from, Mr McBride?’




  ‘A phone booth.’




  ‘Oh?’ He sounded surprised.




  ‘Why?’




  ‘You see the papers tonight?’




  ‘Hell, no! I just got out of the hospital. I had my head examined.’




  ‘Well, you oughta see ’em.’




  He hung up before I could ask any more questions. I picked up a paper at the front of the store and I saw what he meant. It was quite an item. In fact, the whole front page was scrambled because

  the story that was supposed to go in had been yanked at the last minute. All that was left was a one-column squib squeezed in by an irate compositor who had to work overtime. The heading was:

  Police Hold Murder Suspect. Under it the item read, ‘Held in the five-year-old slaying of former District Attorney Robert Minnow was John McBride, tentatively identified by police as a former

  resident of Lyncastle who fled following the shooting of the District Attorney during the sensational gambling probe of his era. McBride was released after questioning and Captain Lindsey of the

  Lyncastle Police refused to comment. Since the grand jury returned a murder-guilt verdict against the original McBride, this was the first suspect held in the affair.’




  And that, dear children, is all. Nobody knew from nothing. I was a story that didn’t happen . . . yet. Somebody had done a lot of pretty string-pulling in the police lab. I grinned until

  my mouth ached, remembered what I came after and went back to the phone directory and rummaged through it until I found what I wanted.




  Looth Tooth was listed, but he wasn’t home. Somebody told me the name of a bar where I could find him. I paid a hackie a buck to take me there and when I walked in Looth Tooth had himself

  an audience of eager listeners and he was telling them in details that never happened how he practically caught McBride all by himself.




  He was doing great until I got into the crowd. I stood there and looked at him until something got stuck in his throat and he couldn’t breathe. He believed everything I told him with my

  eyes, then Looth Tooth was something with pale blue lips and eyes that rolled up in his head, dropping to the floor in a dead faint.




  I had one beer and left just as they were carrying Looth Tooth out the door. Everybody agreed that it was a pity he didn’t get to finish his story.




  Tomorrow I’d go down for a shave and ask him to finish it for me personally. He was going to be one barber who’d never go peddling his lip to the police again.




  But it was still tonight and I had things to do. The hackie who brought me was still outside and I told him to take me to the railroad station. From where we were we had to go straight up the

  main drag of town so I had a chance to see what it looked like during business hours.




  It looked pretty good. It looked like everything the newspapers, radio and magazine articles said it would look like. Maybe you’ve heard of the place. A long time ago it started out as a

  pretty nice town. A smelter turned ore into copper bars over under the mountains and everybody was happy. They were rough-and-tumble boys who built their houses and minded their own business.




  That’s the way it would have stayed if Prohibition didn’t come and go like it did. Lyncastle took the switch in stride, but the three big cities on each side of it voted an option

  and kept themselves dry, so anybody who wanted a drink simply crossed the river into Lyncastle and got themselves a package. It wasn’t long after that you could get anything else you wanted

  too. Lyncastle became what is known as a wide-open town. Little Reno. Ten feet off the sidewalk you had crap tables, slots, faro layouts, roulette . . . hell, everything. Nobody bothered to work in

  the smelter any more. The gambling rooms were paying high for bouncers, croupiers, dealers, shills and whatnot.




  I wondered what they’d pay a killer to knock off a D.A. who didn’t like what they were doing.




  The hackie was holding the door open for me. ‘Here y’are, buster. Buck and a half.’




  ‘Take two. They’re little.’ I slammed the door shut and stepped up on the platform.




  The station was practically deserted. A young coloured boy was curled up in a handcart, his head nestling on a pillow of mail sacks, and inside a woman with a baby in her arms was dozing off on

  a bench. Across the platform a bus, dark and dead-looking, was hiding in the end port. Over there was where the bruiser hung out and I looked for something moving in the shadows.




  I waited a long time, but nothing moved. Evidently he only checked incoming schedules. I crossed the platform and stood in the doorway, looked around quickly and stepped inside.




  The old boy was just closing his ticket window when he saw me. His voice was lost in the slamming of the grillwork and the rattle of the shade being drawn over it. A door opened in the side of

  the booth and he was waving me inside furiously. He was so worked up he hopped around like a toad, making sure the door was locked tight before he pulled a couple of benches together.




  ‘Damn, Johnny,’ he said with his head wagging from side to side, ‘you sure beat all. Sit down, boy, sit down.’




  I sat down.




  ‘Anybody see you come up here?’




  ‘Nope. Didn’t matter if they did, Pop.’




  I got the puzzled squint again while he fingered his moustache. ‘I heard talk an’ I read the papers. How come you’re here and what’s the bandage on your head for? They do

  that to you?’




  ‘Yeah, they did it,’ I told him easily.




  ‘Damn it all, finish it!’




  ‘Not much to finish. Guy named Lindsey wanted to talk to me. We talked. It got a little bit rough and we finished talking in the hospital. Nobody got around to saying much. Lindsey seems

  to think we’ll be having another talk soon.’




  ‘Never took you to be a fool, Johnny. Took you to be a lot of things, but never a fool.’




  ‘What else did you take me for?’




  I put it to him too fast and he shifted uncomfortably. ‘I’m . . . sorry, son. Didn’t mean to bring that up again.’ Then his face pinched together. ‘Maybe I was

  wrong.’




  You can cover a situation nicely by sticking a butt in your mouth. That’s what I did. I still didn’t know what he was driving at and I wasn’t tipping my hand asking questions

  about something I should have known.




  ‘Maybe,’ I said through the smoke.




  ‘There’s a bus going out tonight.’ He checked with his watch. ‘Better’n two hours yet so you can wait here. If nobody saw you come in they won’t know

  you’re here.’




  ‘Forget it, forget it. I like it here.’ I grinned at him slowly. ‘Pop, what do you know about Lindsey?’




  ‘Johnny, you . . .’




  ‘I asked you something.’




  ‘You ought to know what he’s like. After Bob Minnow died he swore he’d get the guy who done it and he’s never stopped trying. He’ll never give up, Johnny. He

  ain’t like the rest. Lindsey’s straight as they come. He’s the only decent guy left and he stays that way because that’s the way he’s made. I’m telling you,

  Johnny, nothing’ll pull him off your neck. Not money or nobody or nothing. God knows they tried. He woulda been ousted long ago for not playing ball the way everybody else does, only he knows

  too much. He don’t talk, but if he did it would be pretty tough.’




  He stopped and took a breath. I said, ‘Spell it out. A lot of things happen in five years. What’s the pitch?’




  ‘Yeah,’ he nodded, ‘I guess you might not know about it at that. Things ain’t peaceful any more like they was. You saw the town, didn’t you? Sure. Gin mills on

  every corner and nothing but gambling joints in between. Drunks and lushes all over the place. Prostitution in the North End and who cares? Nobody cares so long as the money rolls in. There’s

  more of it in this town than the state capital and just like the boys want it. You’d think that the people would say something.




  ‘O.K., they vote and so what? The election always winds up to keep the town laws the way they are now. The city council moves the way the merchants want ’em to move and no other way.

  That’s what’s so screwy about it. There’s better’n fifty thousand people in this town and every year it looks like practically all of ’em are in favour of a good

  cleanup. They swamp the polls and still the opposition makes ’em look sick.’




  ‘Who runs it all?’




  ‘Runs it? Hell, you got the mayor, the council, this association, that association, the Republicans, the Democrats. Hell . . .’




  ‘I mean who runs it, Pop. Who runs all the works together?’




  ‘Come again?’




  ‘Somebody’s behind the works.’




  ‘Oh . . . sure, sure! You take the joints in town now, they belong to the Lyncastle Business Group. That’s Lenny Servo’s bunch. He heads up the saloons and the game

  rooms.’




  ‘What does he own?’




  ‘Own? Hell, he don’t own nothing. He got the cigarettes and hat-check concession in all them places and makes more’n they do. Nope, he don’t own a thing, but he’s

  got enough cash to stake a guy who wants to open up a joint. Lenny, he don’t take any chances. He sits back and takes it easy while he runs his organization.’




  I took a deep pull on the cigarette and let it settle in my mind. ‘He sounds like a nice guy,’ I said.




  ‘Great guy. Everybody wants to be palsy with him. He’s free with his dough if it means he gets something back. Like the recreation park he “donated” to the city . . . if

  they’d give him some swamp land on the river. So now the swamp’s gone and he’s got a layout there that pulls in all the river traffic during the summer. Real fancy place it

  is.’




  ‘Where’s he from?’




  The old guy shrugged. ‘Who knows? He moved in about six years ago. Ran a saloon for a while before he branched out.’ He stopped speaking at the floor and let his eyes come up to

  mine. ‘You got a lot of curiosity about a town you gotta get out of, Johnny.’




  ‘I’m not getting out of anything.’




  ‘Can I ask you something?’




  ‘Go ahead.’




  ‘You kill Bob Minnow?’




  I said it like it was the answer without saying a thing at all. ‘Guess.’




  The clock made a whirring noise on the wall. Outside the baby whined then was still. ‘I didn’t figure you did, Johnny.’ He smiled at me and his shoulders went up and down in a

  sigh. He looked at me again and shook his head. ‘Never figured you did, boy, but now I’m not so sure.’




  I could feel the nasty sneer trying to crawl across my mouth. ‘Why?’




  ‘Didn’t think you had the guts, that’s why.’ He set himself for something he thought would happen.




  ‘What changed your mind?’




  I got that look again, the one with the puzzle behind it. He took a long time saying, ‘It took more guts to come back than to kill old Bob.’




  I mashed the last of the butt under my heel. ‘Never try to figure a guy, Pop. It doesn’t always work out.’




  ‘No . . . no, it sure don’t at that. Mind telling me what Lindsey had to say about all this?’




  ‘Lindsey’s a pretty sore cop. He was all set to line me up for a murder rap, I guess. He had the gun that killed this Bob Minnow and it had my prints on it. He said.’




  Pop’s eyes went wide. ‘Then you didn’t . . .’




  I held up my hands so he could see where the tips of my fingers used to be. ‘He couldn’t prove it, Pop. He wanted to, but even though he knew every inch of my body by heart he

  couldn’t prove that I was me. Silly, isn’t it?’




  ‘Johnny,’ he gasped, ‘it’ll never work!’




  I laughed at him. ‘What do you bet?’




  He climbed off his stool, his face a mixture of confusion and bewilderment. ‘Look, I need a drink. Got a couple hours before I open the window again so let’s get a drink.’




  ‘Now you’re talking.’ I opened the door and walked out while he locked up his money drawers. The woman with the baby was walking up and down the platform outside and the

  waiting-room was deserted. Even the shadows outside were deserted. The old man came out, snapped the lock on the door and checked it, then pulled on his coat.




  A penny post card was sticking out of the side pocket and when he came alongside me I picked it out, dropped it on the floor and made a play of picking it up. ‘Dropped

  something.’




  He said thanks and stuck it back in his pocket. But I had time to catch the Nicholas Henderson, 391 Sutter Place on the address side.




  He had a battered ’36 Ford out back and got in under the wheel while I wedged in beside him. ‘Where we going?’




  ‘Up here a piece. Only place where you can get a decent steak any more. Got girlies too, if you’re interested.’




  ‘I’m always interested in girlies,’ I laughed.




  His head turned so sharply it almost threw him off balance. ‘You’re changed.’




  ‘Five years is a long time, Pop. Enough to change a guy,’ I said easily.




  He backed out of the space with a jerk and swung around in the bus port. ‘Yeah, guess you’re right there,’ he agreed.










  Chapter Three




  The place was a roadhouse on the north-south highway. There was nothing fancy about it except the sign that said LOUIE DINERO’S STEAKS AND CHOPS. It was a real log-cabin

  job with a big fieldstone fireplace on the bar side and from the number of cars parked in the drive, business was booming.




  ‘Kind of far out for such a trade, isn’t it?’




  ‘Don’t make no difference. It’s the only good place left to eat. Catches all the trade going home.’




  Inside a rumba band picked up the beat and a lot of people started whistling at something happening on the dance floor. Pop said hello to a few people, got a big hello in Italian dialect from

  Louie himself and introduced me with a half-hearted wave. I think I said hello. It was hard to talk and watch the blonde wrapped around the microphone at the same time. She was a real bottle-yellow

  blonde in a green dress that went on like a bathrobe and was held together by only one button in the middle. No matter which way she stepped you’d see almost all the inside of a lovely tanned

  leg that was a tantalizing flash in the amber spotlight. She started off the song with little steps that got larger and more critical and had everybody forgetting their chow waiting for the

  inevitable.




  The song was about three bars too short and the inevitable stayed hidden. Instead of giving the patrons a breather she started a new routine with the top of the dress and for a minute I thought

  she would come out of it altogether. That song ended too fast too. She got one hell of a round of applause and disappeared behind the curtains beside the band. Louie said, ‘You

  like?’




  I said, ‘I love.’




  He gave me a big smile and patted his belly contentedly. ‘Wendy, she was good tonight. Very good. Sometime soon she make the big time.’




  I grunted, ‘She had it made a long time ago.’




  ‘So true. But she like it here and won’t leave. I pay tops. Very nice girl. Now, Nick, you and your young friend like to eat?’




  Pop said, ‘Sure, I need something. Get us a coupla steaks, but bring a drink first. We’ll be over at the corner table.’




  By the corner table he meant the one that was wedged so far in the corner behind a palm and some draperies that it was empty because nobody knew it was there. The drinks reached the table the

  same time we did and went down in time for the waiter to bring back the empties for a refill.




  ‘This a regular hang-out of yours, Pop?’




  ‘Guy gets tired of boarding-house cooking sometimes.’




  ‘Nice job you got. Maybe you own the bus line.’




  ‘Hell, Johnny, it ain’t expensive here for me. Friend of mine supplies Louie at a cut rate, so Louie makes up the favour on the bill. The steaks are something special.’




  He wasn’t kidding there. They were very special. I didn’t know how hungry I was until I worked mine over until there was a big shiny T in the middle of the plate. I pulled out a

  smoke and sat back to enjoy it when the blonde came in around the palm and I sat there with the match burning down to my fingers.
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