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  Chapter One




  Long before I got there I heard the word. It seeped through the nighttime of New York, the tone of it muffled by the rain, yet strong enough to reach away out from its source

  to the far places of the city. It came to me in a gin mill called Hardy’s just off Columbus Avenue from a half-bagged bim who had had the place to herself for too long.




  She grinned crookedly when I walked in, throwing a half-sympathetic wink at my raincoat and then to the night outside. When I got my coat off she swirled the remains of her drink in her glass,

  threw it down and patted the seat next to her.




  There’s no sense arguing with that type. They move in anyway and it was easier sitting and buying than trying to shuck her off and it was too wet to go back into the night again. But, for

  an accidental partner, she was all right. Big, but they’re better big. Harlow hair, bright white, yet soft and fluid like poured milk. And they’re usually better blonde, too.




  When she grinned again and fingered her empty glass I sat down and waved the bartender over to set us both up with the same.




  She hoisted the glass in a toast. “Thanks, big guy.” She finished it off in one throw and sipped at the chaser with a smile of satisfaction. “Want to talk?” she asked

  me.




  I shook my head.




  “Now don’t tell me you’re feeling sad for that Bennett bum too.”




  The bartender tapped her arm. “You better knock it off, Tally.”




  “So what do I care about the bum? From a little hood he gets to be a big hood. All the way from a juvenile delinquent up. Look, Jocko-boy, that creep shook me like he shook everybody else

  and even if they did give the bum a five-grand funeral he’s still a bum.”




  “Tally, damn it, you shut up . . .”




  “Nuts. Nuts to you, Jocko-boy. Everybody else feels the same way. Every damn body is glad the creep is dead. Most are happy because he shook ’em and the rest are glad because now

  maybe they have a chance to drive the machine a while.”




  “I told you . . .”




  “Okay, Jocko-boy, okay. Quit worrying. Who’s listening? Only this guy here. You haven’t got the joint bugged, have you?” She let out a giggle and reached for the chaser

  again. “So big Bennett is dead and all the little Bennett boys are crying. It’s funny as hell.”




  This time she looked over at me and her eyes were beginning to film up. “Friend, do you know why they were really crying?”




  “Tell me.”




  “First I want a drink.”




  Jocko-boy said, “She don’t get . . .”




  “Give her a drink.”




  He looked at me and his mouth got stiff. Then he reached for the bottle and poured one out. The bim grinned, winked and tossed it off.




  “Now tell me,” I said.




  “Sure. I’ll tell you. All the little stiffs and all the big stiffs from here to Brooklyn are bawling because they want Bennett’s machine. Every mob in town is ready to rumble

  to grab it. The bucko-boys are loaded for bear and if you don’t wear some kind of a badge you’re liable to get shot for being an innocent bystander.”




  “That’s not why they’re crying.”




  “Easy man, I’m telling.” She finished the chaser and nodded for another. “Trouble is,” she said, “they’re crying because they’re scared to death

  of Deep.”




  I looked at her over my glass.




  “You don’t know who Deep is, huh?”




  “Tally . . .”




  This time I was the one who said, “Shut up, Jocko-boy.”




  She winked at me real elaborately. “Attaboy. Like I said, this Deep is a guy. He’s a big man someplace. He’s a bigger creep than was even Bennett, and mister, that’s

  saying somethin’. Bennett and this Deep was like this, see?” She held up her hand with her fingers crossed.




  “Who’s on top?” I asked.




  “Deep.” She felt for her glass again. “Hear tell Deep was worse than Bennett ever was. Mean as hell. Carried a gun when he was a little kid. Only delinquent on the block with a

  real rod.” She giggled again. “Tough boy, and now he’s coming back.”




  “Yeah?”




  “Sure, man. Him and Bennett were . . . something. Blood brothers, I guess. You know delinquents.”




  “Not altogether,” I said. “They’ve changed lately.”




  “Ah, they’re all alike. They’re still bums. Bennett was always a bum and so’s this Deep. They ran everything in shares when they were kids and took a crazy blood vow or

  something to revenge the other one if ever something happened. Boy, they were something then. They had the whole section organized and you know something? That was when Lenny Sobel was up top and

  he was careful not to get funny with those little kids. They could pull some pretty rough stuff.”




  “You have a big line on those boys, honey.”




  Her face flattened out. The eyes that had been filmy before suddenly cleared and for a second there was a bite in them. “That lousy Bennett got my sister on horse and she wound up

  a suicide at sixteen. I never forgot that. I was nine then. The pig. The stinking pig!”




  She looked back to me again, the film shadowing her eyes. “This Deep. They say he was even worse. He pulled out a long time ago to let Bennett run that end. He said he was going to find

  something new to take over.”




  “Yeah?”




  “Sure yeah, what else? He had the makings. Someplace he started creaming the suckers and someplace he’s the biggie. Now he’ll be back.” Her mouth twisted in a sneer and

  she laughed sourly. “In a way it’s good.”




  “Why?”




  “The boys won’t rumble until they find out how big Deep really is.”




  “It makes a difference, huh?”




  She looked at me and I was grinning.




  “Sure, you jerk. If he’s big they bump him, then rumble. Otherwise they rumble and get him sometime in between if he gets annoying.”




  “Why wait?”




  Her mouth twisted up again. “No one knows how big Deep really is. Suppose he comes in with a mob?”




  “That’s not really the deal, sugar.”




  This time she smiled a little. “Smart boy. You’re right. What they’re scared to death of most is that they don’t know what he looks like yet . . . and he just might be

  real kill-crazy. You know the kind?”




  “I know the kind.”




  “So he blows in and does like he promised to do . . . knock off anybody one by one who touched his old buddy—Bennett. You know?”




  I said, “I get the general idea.”




  “And maybe he can do it. Nobody knows. He’s a . . . what’s that stupid word . . . an . . .”




  “Enigma,” I told her.




  “Smart bastard,” she said. Then she glanced up at Jocko-boy at the end of the bar and laughed drunkenly. “Look at him. Face in a paper. He don’t even want to hear about

  it. The laddies outside hear that I’ve been running off at the mouth to a stranger and they tell it to Jocko-boy the hard way. That right, Jocko-boy?”




  He wouldn’t look up from his paper.




  “Now let all the delinquent idiots rumble. Let them all kill their damn selves. I’m glad as hell Bennett got it and I’ll be glad when all the rest get it and no matter who

  comes first I’ll still be laughing and when I can look at that creep Deep spread out on the sidewalk I’ll spit on him like I did Bennett.”




  “Gal,” I said, “that’s hard talk.”




  “Don’t call me ‘gal,’ damn it. That’s what Bennett called me. Don’t you or anybody ever call me that.”




  “I’ll call you that, gal.”




  “Who do you think you are! Just because . . .”




  “Deep,” I said. “Call me Deep.”




  Jocko-boy kept staring at the paper, but he wasn’t reading it. There was a strained white look about his face and his tongue flicked across his lips a couple of times.




  I finished the drink, put it down and looked at the bim. The cords in her neck were standing out tightly. “What’s your last name, Tally?”




  Her voice was a whisper. “Lee.”




  “Live close by?”




  “On . . . hundred-third.”




  I waited.




  “Over Brogan’s market. Look . . . about what I said . . .”




  “That’s okay, Tally.”




  Now her whole lower jaw was quivering. “I . . . I ran off at the mouth sometimes, you know?”




  “Sure, I know.”




  “What I said . . .” she swallowed hard and bit into her lip.




  “About being a delinquent? A creep? Better off bumped? You telling me you didn’t mean those things, Tally?”




  Then suddenly the fear was gone. The hardness and defiance came back and she said, “I said it. I meant it.”




  At the end of the bar Jocko-boy glanced back, startled.




  I grinned at her real big. “That’s the way, kid. If you say it, then mean it.”




  Her eyes went all funny looking. She studied my face for three deep breaths, then having decided, she reached for her glass and drained off what was left in the bottom. When she put it back on

  the bar she turned and stared up at me with tight, cold eyes and whispered hoarsely, “You’re not Deep. You’re too damn polite to be Deep. He would have splashed me by

  now. Deep never liked to be called names and he hated dames who talked too much like I just did.” She took another breath, her eyes widening. “I can make up for having a big mouth,

  feller. I can pass the word that a phony’s loose looking for trouble.”




  I nodded. “You do that. That would make everything real interesting then.”




  “Be glad to, big guy.” Her mouth twisted into a wry smile. “Hell, man, if you were Deep you’d be packing a rod under your hand day and night just looking for somebody to

  shoot up. Old Deep the cannon-boy they used to call him. Too stinking tough to even bother hiding it. Carried the old rod where everybody, could see it.” Her eyes ran over me

  disgustedly. “You’re Deep? Nuts.”




  I reached in my pocket for a half buck and spun it out on the bar. When I looked back at Tally her eyes were gone all wide and jumpy with fear and she couldn’t take them off the spot at my

  side where she had seen the .38 in the speed rig.




  I said, “Don’t forget to tell ’em, Tally,” and walked outside.




  





  Chapter Two




  Wilson Batten had his office in the new building that had replaced the old Greenwood Hotel. The modern façade was a white smear in the darkness, the rain glistening

  coldly on the marbleized surface, an incongruous structure like a false tail on a dog.




  A band of lighted windows girdled the second floor so I crossed over and pushed in through the full-length glass doors. On the wall beside the self-service elevator was a building directory

  listing all the occupants. Only the second floor was in all caps. It read, “WILSON BATTEN, ATTORNEY.”




  Very simple. But this was a world where simplicity was a necessity. It was an asset in other worlds, too, where simplicity was really concealed arrogance.




  I grinned, skipped the elevator and went up the stairs. In the foyer two girls were belting themselves into raincoats before a strip of mirror. One had a mouthful of bobby pins, so she nudged

  the other to take care of me.




  “We’re just closing,” she said.




  “Oh?”




  “You waiting for one of the girls?”




  I took my hat off and shook the rain out. “I hadn’t thought of it. Should I?”




  The impudent smile looked me up and down. “You wouldn’t wait long, I don’t think.”




  “I never have.”




  “No,” she said, “I don’t suppose so.” The smile drifted away when I didn’t move and she added, “You wanted something?”




  “Wilse.”




  “Who?”




  “Wilse. The Boss. Batten.”




  Her eyes widened in surprise. “Not now. You can’t . . .”




  “Now,” I said.




  “Listen . . . mister . . .”




  “Now,” I repeated.




  Behind me the voice was soft, but had a bigness to it that was a quiet threat.




  “Some difficulty, Thelma?”




  “He wants to see Mr. Wilson.”




  “I see. I’m afraid it’s much too late at the moment . . .”




  I turned around slowly and looked at him. He hadn’t changed much. Always the terribly efficient laddie who could make himself indispensable, but never enough genius to quite reach the top.

  One thing about Augie, though. He always was on the side of a winner. He could always tell them.




  His eyes frowned, not his face. Something worked in his mind, like a mental yeast, but he couldn’t finger it. For a second his shoulders tightened, then relaxed because that wasn’t

  the answer, either. He was still the same Augie. He could still tell. He said, “You’ll see Mr. Batten then.”




  When I agreed with a nod the two girls watched with amazement.




  “Your name, please.”




  “Don’t you remember, Augie?” My grin stretched a little. “Deep. Tell Wilse it’s Deep.”




  Under his chin the cords of his neck strained against the collar. He remembered all at once, his brain settling into a new pattern of now and later, then he shrugged his huge

  shoulders under the tailored jacket and smiled. His voice had a pleasant rumble, an intonation of efficiency waiting to be utilized.




  “I should have,” he said. “But you’ve changed, Deep.”




  “We all change.”




  He stared at me hard. “You’re bigger, somehow.”




  “Bigger,” I repeated. “Good word.”




  The office I walked into was all mahogany and Gauguin. They hit you both at once and made you minimize the man behind the desk. He looked up, starched and creased, his hair

  thin across his head, but still dark. It’s funny how few balding guys ever turned gray.




  I said, “Hello, Wilse,” and he pretended to recognize my voice.




  “Deep.” He stood up and extended his hand. “Good to see you, boy. Good to see you.”




  My grin ignored his hand. “I bet. I bet you’re just overjoyed, Wilse.”




  His face was a professional mask but I knew what was happening to him. I pulled a chair up with my foot and sat down, dropping my hat on the floor. Augie reached for it and I said, “Leave

  it there.” He stopped, threw a fast glance at Batten and stepped back.




  “Old Wilse,” I said, “the thief of Harlem . . .”




  “See here, Deep!”




  “Shut up when I’m talking, Wilse.” I smiled and his eyes searched it for meaning. “You came a long way from the walk-up off Broadway. From old Batty Batten to

  Mr. Wilson Batten, Attorney. Pretty good for a thief, but not much different from a lot of success stories I know.”




  I shoved out of the chair and walked the perimeter of the room, studying each Gauguin in turn. Half were originals. The other half pretty expensive copies. “You did okay,

  feller.”




  “Deep . . .”




  When I turned around and grinned Batten stopped with his mouth open. I said, “Batten, you’re a thief. You’re a scheming shyster who made good. You fenced stolen property once,

  you bought anything I could steal, you covered the boys pushing the happy stuff and were a good contact between certain parties and certain crooked cops.”




  “Several times I took you off the hook, Deep.”




  “You sure did, and you sure got your pound of flesh.” I walked over closer and looked down at him. “I was a lot younger then.”




  “You were a punk,” he challenged softly.




  “But a good one. A tough one.” I sat on the edge of the desk. “Remember Lenny Sobel? Remember the night the king and his court came to take you apart for a double cross and

  Bennett and I paid you off for all the favors? We put the big guys under a couple of guns and spit on them when they wilted. Sobel sent them back for us the next night and we sent him three shot-up

  hoods. Then I shot Sobel just for fun. Right in the behind. Remember that, Wilse?”




  “All right. You were tough.”




  I shook my head. “Not really, friend. You know what I was.”




  “A juvenile delinquent.”




  “That’s right. Now I’m tough.” Then I grinned real big. “You know?”




  The professional mask was back again. “I know,” he acknowledged.




  To one side Augie changed his stance. He was facing me now. There was more butter on my bread.




  I said, “You have Bennett’s will?”




  “That’s right.”




  “It’s all in order?”




  “I was his legal advisor.”




  “What does it say?”




  For a moment he judged me, straining hard to see if I could be had. “Provisionally, you are his inheritor.”




  “What provisions?”




  “First, that you arrive within two weeks after his death.”




  “This is the fourth day.”




  He nodded. “Second, that you satisfactorily determine his killer’s identity in the event of violent death.”




  “Nice of him.”




  “He had great confidence in you, Deep.”




  “Was the word determine or avenge?”




  “Determine. Mr. Bennett wanted it otherwise, but it never would have stood up. Legally, that is.”




  “Legally, of course. Now one more question, Wilse. Determine to whose satisfaction?”




  “You are very astute, Deep.” He opened the drawer of his desk, drew out a newspaper tearsheet and pushed it toward me. Outlined in red was a two-column, full-length spread titled

  “Uptown Speaking” by Roscoe Tate.




  I didn’t have to read it again. It was one man’s hate being spilled over into print. A guy who couldn’t make it the soft way crying out loud because others did. A guy who had a

  hate for three people in the world. Me, Bennett and himself.




  “Prove it to Roscoe?”




  “Not necessarily. Merely ‘determine.’ ” A smile tugged at the corner of Batten’s mouth. “That won’t be easy, you know.”




  “‘No, it won’t. He hates me pretty hard.”




  The smile widened. “That’s not why.”




  I looked at him quickly.




  “Tate thinks you did it, Deep.”




  “Silly boy.’”




  “But with reason.”




  “Go ahead,” I said.




  “The empire was a big one. You had been unheard from for twenty-five years. Could be that you knew where Bennett stood and decided to take over, figuring that he’d stick to the old

  agreement you two had of the survivor inheriting and . . . well, taking care of the . . . killer?”




  “It’s a killer, Wilse.”




  “You see how it figures.”




  “I see. Now tell me something. If I don’t prove out, who gets the domain?”




  His smile went into all teeth. White teeth very big and clean. “Me. I get it all.”




  “Smart boy,” I said.




  “Quite.”




  “I may have to kill you, Wilse.”




  He got pasty-white then. “You’d be tied into it so tight . . .”




  “That still wouldn’t stop me from killing you, Wilse. It would be easy. No trouble at all.”




  The slack in his face was that of an old man. For a minute he had forgotten what the real tough ones were like. In twenty-five years he had grown big to the point where sudden death had no

  personal meaning any longer, now he was staring it down again.




  I said, “What do I come into?”




  “Supposing I read the will. That should . . .”




  “Tell me yourself, Wilse. You won’t lie. I’m not worried.”




  His mouth was a fine, tight line, the tautness reaching up to his eyes. “The Cosmo Taxi Service, the old clubhouse building, several real estate properties consisting of tenements, lots,

  garages . . . I’ll list them for you . . . half interest or better in four businesses and a brewery.”




  “Nice,” I said. “Any cash?”




  “Ten thousand upon appearing, which is now. All other monies and so forth when you have met the provisions of the will.”




  I held out my hand with a grin. Wilson Batten looked at it, then the grin, and let a hard smile crack through his lips. He opened the middle desk drawer, slipped out a yellow cashier’s

  check and laid it in my palm. I said, “Last question. How long have I to meet the . . . provisions.”




  His smile had a nasty touch of laughter in it. “A week.” All his teeth showed through it. “You think you can make it, Deep?”




  I folded the check, shoved it in my pocket and stood up. “No trouble. Plenty of time.” When I walked to the door I could feel his eyes on me and when I reached it I turned around and

  gave him a little taste of what he had to look forward to. I said to Augie, “Coming, friend?”




  He didn’t even look at Wilson. He said, “Yes, Mr. Deep,” and walked out behind me.




  Like I said, Augie was the kind who could always tell.




  Roscoe Tate was the first kid on the block who had ever had a job. When he was fourteen he made the six-to-eight rush hour at the subway entrances with the two-star tabs and

  brought home more drinking dough for his old man. A year later he told the rumdum to beat it, called the cops to back up a nonsupport, wife-beating and cruelty-to-children charge, made it stick and

  supported the family from then on.




  Now it was twenty-five years later and the papers he hawked once he wrote for now. The old man had drunk himself to death, the mother was in L.A. with a married daughter and Roscoe carried on a

  vendetta with the block he grew up on. The only trouble was, he couldn’t make himself leave it.




  He sat it out in Hymie’s deli behind a chicken liver sandwich and a phone, scowling at some notes he had made. I walked in alongside the row of stools and pulled an antique chair out from

  behind the counter. Hymie looked up, his face squeezed mad, ready to cream anybody who’d touch his private throne, then froze solid.




  When I slid the chair under the table and slouched in it Roscoe said without looking up, “You want big trouble, feller?”




  I laughed quietly, and for moments it was the only sound in the place. Then his finger got white around the paper and his eyes rolled up to meet mine. “Deep,” he said.




  “Hello, Roscoe.”




  “You crumb, you got nine dollars and forty cents?”




  “Why sure.”




  “Put it down.” His forefinger tapped the table top. “Here.”




  “Why sure.” I counted out the dough and laid it on his notes with a grin. A long time ago I had smacked him silly and lifted his weekly take out of his jeans. Now I laughed again

  when Roscoe picked up the cash and shoved it into his jacket pocket.




  His face was pulled into tight lines and I could tell he was wishing that he was real man-sized for a change. “Don’t spoil it for me, you bastard,” he said. “I promised

  myself I’d take that dough back from you sometime.”




  “You want interest?”




  “Don’t be so stinking condescending.” He licked his lips, tasting the beads of hate-sweat that had made a fine line under his nose. “I was hoping to take it off your

  corpse.”




  “Now you got it back, buddy. No hard feelings?”




  “You louse. You miserable louse.” He waited to see what would happen and when I grinned the malice hissed through his teeth. “So what do you want?”




  My shoulders hunched in a shrug. “I don’t know. Not yet. But it’s somebody I want, Roscoe. You follow?”




  “I got ideas.”




  “You know why I came back?” I asked him.




  His hand wiped more hate-sweat away. “Yeah,” he said “I think I know. I’ll even talk about it because I hope I can get something on you that will hang you high as a

  kite.”




  “Then why?”




  “You want the outfit. It’s yours by inheritance. A whole mob of blank-faced idiots to go with it. A hand-hewn chunk of corruption and violence all set to roll into action. Brother,

  you and Bennett were some buddies, I can say that all right. You guys really stuck to the creed of the old gang. You make a blood pact and you sure keep it!” He stopped, his teeth an uneven

  line across his face. “So Bennett wills you the whole world . . . the buildings, the clubs, the dough . . . everything.”




  “Nice of him.”




  “There’s only one hitch . . . you got to be louse enough to keep it.”




  I looked at him for a long time, the grin getting bigger. “You sure that’s why I came back?”




  “Yeah. I’m sure. You’ve been away too long for anything else. It’s big dough now. A million bucks and a tailor-made mob. If you can keep it. Murder’s a

  tough rap and easy enough to prove.”




  I let the grin drop. “You little screwball, I didn’t come back for any million bucks. I don’t need any mob or any million.” I stopped, then, “I

  didn’t kill him, you pothead! You think I’d stick my neck out for that kind of stuff?”




  Something happened to the expression on his face. The tenseness came out of it and there was an excited nervousness in its place. Roscoe said quickly, “Then you know where it is.

  Bennett left you that too.”




  I stood up and pushed the chair back to the wall. “Buddy, I came back for one reason. I want the laddie who bumped Bennett. Bad, I want him. You know?”




  His voice was almost hushed. “I know.” His mouth was a fine, tight line now. “That crazy kid stuff stuck with you. The blood crap. You want a kill, don’t you?” He

  didn’t let me answer at all. He said, “So okay, find him. I’m with you all the way. I hope you kill the pig so I can put the whammy on you. I want so bad to write your obit that

  it’s coming out my ears. I’ll help you find him, Deep. I hope you wipe out all the old pig crowd. Decimate the block if you have to. All the kids are growing up in Bennett’s

  shadow and somehow I’m getting the feeling that you’re even worse.”




  His chair skidded back and he stood up, his head tilting up into mine. “Tell me one thing, Deep. You’re big where you came from just now. You’re real big, aren’t

  you?”




  I laughed at him again. “Real big,” I said.




  His eyes flattened out. “Bigger than Bennett?”




  “A lot bigger,” I told him.




  He accepted it with a nod. “I’ll write your obit yet.”




  “That’s okay. I’ll even rough you in on background details as long as you help me find out who bumped Bennett.”




  “Deep, I’ll be glad to. Happy is the word. Happy, happy. We get him, then you.”




  “You talking or doing?”




  It was his turn to smile now. “You know me better. You were all bigger, but I don’t scare. Not one damn bit. The pigs all know me and the way I feel. I’ll blast hell out of

  them in my column anytime I can and they know it. So they lay off. You know the pigs. They figure me for an occupational hazard and anybody I tag deserves it. At the same time they’re pretty

  cagy. I may come from the block, but this boy’s no part of it. If they tag me they get bounced by the cops and hard or the paper steams things up something awful.” His grin spread.

  “Bennett’s gone . . . and now I think you’ll be next. That’ll be good.”




  I watched the pleasure of the vision creep into his eyes, watched him satisfy himself with a probing thought into the future. Then he said, “You inherited a lot of trouble, Deep.

  You’ll never know.”




  “I inherited more,” I said.




  The notes under his hand balled up when he made a fist. His neck swelled into his collar and had a turkey-like color with the tendons standing out as if his head was Marconi-rigged. Still he

  tried to bluff it out. “What?”




  “Helen. Irish little Helen. I understand I inherited her too.”




  Each word was a soft little thing. “I’ll kill you myself if you go near her, Deep. Stay away, understand? Keep your filthy hands off the kid.”




  “Love, Roscoe? Distant affection?”




  The curse he spit at me was even softer than his words.




  I said, “She was Bennett’s too. Now she’s mine. She’s part of the inheritance.”




  “You’re going to be dead fast, Deep.”




  “Not by you, little man. You’re too much a stickler for law and order. It might occur to you, but it won’t happen. You’ll wait for a slug or the law to get me and in

  between you’ll die a little yourself. I hear she’s quite a gal now. All big and beautiful like nothing else that ever came off the block. She was too young to deb in the old days, but I

  hear she’s even better now. Hit a couple big shows on Broadway and got the slobs running after her. Yeah, Roscoe, she must be some doll. How come you’re in love with her?”




  His mouth hardly moved when he spoke. “I’m not. You just have a short memory, Deep.” His eyes got heavy and dark. “She’s my half sister, remember?”




  I grunted at him. It was a point I had forgotten about. “I’ll play it real cool, son. Just don’t interfere or I’ll twist you a little bit.”




  “Just like the old days.”




  “That’s right.” I looked straight at him and his eyes walked across my face, finding the scars and scratches that are the stamp of the jungle bred. He saw the rest of it too

  and let the disgust of it seep into his expression.




  “What is it you want to know, Deep?”




  “How did Bennett die?”




  “You read the papers.”




  “That’s right, but review me.”




  Roscoe shrugged. “He answered the door of his apartment and the killer popped him one right in the neck.”




  “With a .22,” I added.




  “Yeah, and close enough to give him a powder ring.” He paused a moment. “A damn .22. A woman’s kick.”




  His voice had a sneer in it. “Don’t worry about your inheritance. Helen didn’t pop him. She was rehearsing for a show that night.”




  “Where was Dixie?”




  “He alibied out.”




  “That’s what the papers said. Bennett sent him down for some Scotch. But how does it stand with you?”




  “It was good. Bennett called him while he was at the place and told him to bring up a case of rye too. The guy there took the order and let his clerk go back with Dixie. They found the

  body together.”




  I said, “And everybody went for the picture.”




  “Yeah, and it stands, too. The guy at the liquor store added a new note . . . he and Bennett had a code word that okayed all calls, meaning that it was Bennett calling and not half the mob

  getting in on his booze bill.”




  “So Dixie was clear.”




  “He never was smart enough to dream up a thing like that.”




  “Then who got Bennett?”




  “Ask the cops, sucker.”




  “They’re too happy to see him dead to wonder much who killed him. Besides, I don’t want information. I just want guesses.”




  Roscoe’s face squinted up tight. “You know, Deep, I wish I did have a guess. I wish I had any kind of lead at all because I’d like to be around when you try taking the lid

  off.”




  “Off what?”




  “Your inheritance.”




  





  Chapter Three




  The rain had started again; one of those slow, musty New York rains that has a meanness to it you can’t quite define. It put a slick on the black pavements and gave the

  streets a sick, unhealthy glow.




  I stood across from the hundred-year-old building that had been given a new face, but still smelled the same. The sign was new too. The old one had been hand printed, but this one was of neon,

  yet still read KNIGHT OWLS A.C.




  Bennett always had been a sentimental slob, I thought. The old slogan . . . he’d stuck by it to the end. Once a Knight, always a Knight. There was no cutting loose, no drawing

  back. He’d owned the fanciest apartments and flashiest clubs in the city, but home base was the old spot where the Knights began.




  From the beginning to the end, the difference was only a matter of three floors. The Knights had their beginning in a cellar. They graduated a flight at a time until they finally had the whole

  place.




  And now, behind the carefully guarded grime that almost opaqued the windows, the Knights were meeting again. The king was dead. They’d be humping to find themselves a new one.




  Those laddies had a lot to learn. They could stop humping right now.




  The new king was here.




  I crossed over to HQ and shoved the door open. It was the first time there was no squeal on the knob. In the old days a low buck drew that duty. You showed the sign or else.




  The stairs still had the same carpeted surface. The holes were just bigger, that’s all. There was a dip in the railing where Bunny Krepto had carved out a chunk with a switchblade the

  night before he had been killed and up at the top of the landing the broken end had been worn smooth from hundreds of hands passing over the raw end of the break thousands of times.




  I pushed the door open with my foot and it swung in without a sound. The guy at the post had his hands shoved in his jacket pockets, watching the to-do up past the bar at the rostrum, a butt

  dripping from his mouth and his eyes fogged up with hoople juice.




  Like the old days, I thought. Nothing much had really changed. Instead of a pack of kids squatting on orange crates and old benches, the elaborate theater seats were filled with gray heads and

  big bellies and here and there you could spot the faces that had been on the front pages of the tabs the past year.
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