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With a new decade looming, Aloysius Archer was on a creaky bus headed west to California to seek as much of a life as someone like him could reasonably expect. A roof over his head, three squares a day, a pint of decent liquor every now and then, and a steady supply of his Lucky Strikes to keep his mouth supple and amused. And a job. Actually, more of a profession. He needed that right now. It was like seeking water while in a desert, you just required it and didn’t care how you got it. Otherwise, he’d be a chump, and there was no future in that.


He took off his hat and swiped at his short, dark hair before resettling the fedora into place.


Hell, maybe I am shooting for the moon after all. But why not?


Archer wasn’t yet thirty. After fighting in the Second World War, he’d spent time in prison for a crime of which he was essentially innocent, though the law hadn’t recognized such nuance and stuck him behind bars anyway. However, he would have gladly pled guilty to a charge of gross stupidity. It had involved a woman, and Archer just seemed to lose all of his common sense when they were around.


He was a little over six-one, and his frame had been hardened first by the Army and then by prison, where the strong didn’t necessarily survive, but such an attribute certainly improved your chances. He had a serviceable brain, quick-enough wits, and a work ethic deep enough to carve a good life somewhere given the chance. Archer was hoping to find that opportunity in a town on the water in California where he was eager to start his new phase in life under the tutelage of a veteran private eye named Willie Dash.


But first, he had to get there. And these days, nothing was easy, particularly long-distance travel across a country that was so big it never seemed to end.


He looked out of the bus’s grimy window and eyed the street-spanning metal sign they were passing under:


RENO THE BIGGEST LITTLE CITY IN THE WORLD


He had no idea what that meant, but it sounded intriguing. They pulled into the bus terminal and he grabbed from the overhead rack his large, brand-new leather satchel. He had on a two-piece tan wool pinstripe suit, with a patterned green single-Windsor-knotted tie, fronting a starched white shirt and topped by his crown-dented fedora with a brown band. Everything else he owned in the world was in the satchel. It wasn’t much, but it was a lot more than he’d had when the prison doors had opened not that long ago.


He got a recommendation on a place to stay the night from a gal behind the bus counter with blonde hair that wrapped around her neck like a naughty mink stole and mischievous blue eyes to match. She had a curvaceous figure that reminded him of the photo of a swimsuit-clad Ava Gardner he had kept in his helmet during the war. After telling her he was headed to California, she handed him a map, along with a recommendation for where to grab his dinner.


“My name’s Ginger,” she said with a broad smile. “Maybe I’ll see you around town later.”


He doffed his hat to her, returned the smile, and trudged on, his grin fading to a grimace. He didn’t care if she was Ginger Rogers, he was keeping his distance, naughty hair and eyes be damned.


“You look lost, soldier,” said the voice.


Archer was outside the depot now, fully immersed in the delicious heat that seeped up from the pavement and gave him a hug. The speaker was a man in his late sixties, straight as a rake, thin as a lath, with tumbleweed-white hair and a fluffy mustache that dipped nearly to his chin. He had on a dark suit that needed a good sponging and a creased black hat with a soiled burgundy band. A silver watch chain spanned his dappled white vest, which covered a sunken chest and belly.


Archer put his satchel down on the pavement, pulled a half-full pack of Lucky Strikes from his pocket, struck a match on the bottom of his shoe, and lit the end of the cigarette. He waved the spent match like a sparkler and tossed it down. The man looked so lustfully at his smoke that Archer slid one out and offered it to him. He accepted with gratitude on his features and used a dented chrome lighter to do the honors. They puffed for a bit, each squinting at the other through the spawned, mingled fog of twin Luckys.


“Just in town,” replied Archer with a bit of a shiver as the sun began its descent after a hard day’s labor, and the heat shriveled down into the pavement like a receding flame.


The man eyed both the satchel and the bus depot behind and nodded. “Can see that.”


“And I’m not lost. Just going to my hotel.”


“Didn’t mean geographically. More metaphorically.”


“You sound educated, or are you just fortunate with how words spill out of your mouth?”


“Time fills your head up, if you allow it. Some don’t. They just put a lid on and end their life as they began it, ignorant as babies.” He put out a shaky, thinly veined hand with dark spots here and there. “I’m Robert Howells, but my friends and some of my enemies call me Bobby H. And you are?”


Archer shook his hand but said, “Why do you want to know?”


“Just making small talk, son, don’t get jumpy on me.”


“I go by Archer.”


“Your first time in Reno?” asked Howells.


Archer puffed on his smoke and nodded slowly. “Just passing through.”


“On to California? San Fran? Los Angeles? That’s where Hollywood is. Most beautiful women in the world. Streets paved with gold, and the water tastes like wine.”


“And none of that is true.”


“Not a bit. Well, maybe the gals. But they ain’t free, son. And there goes all my standard conversation right out the window.”


“Fact is, I am heading to California, but it’s a place north of Los Angeles. According to the Rand McNally.”


“You have a certain look the camera might find interesting. Maybe I’m staring at the next Gary Cooper?”


“I have no interest in being the next Gary Cooper or looking into cameras. I’m not saying I can’t act, because I pretty much do every time I open my mouth.”


“What is your ambition then?”


Archer finished his smoke and patted it dead on the pavement with the heel of his right wingtip. “No offense, Bobby H, but I don’t know you. And trouble with strangers is not something I’m casting about for.”


Howells frowned. “You seem closer to my age, at least in your lack of adventurous nature.”


“I’ll take that as a compliment.”


“Do you know why they call Reno the biggest little city in the world?”


Archer shook his head.


“It’s because you can get whatever New York or Philadelphia or Boston or even Los Angeles can provide.”


“And what do you think I want?”


“What do most young men want after a war? You fought, I take it?”


“That’s nearly five years gone by now.”


“But it was a big war with long legs. We won’t be forgetting it anytime soon.”


“So what do I want?” Archer asked again.


“A good time with no duties appurtenant thereto.”


“Appurtenant? Now you sound like a lawyer. They run second to dead last in popularity with me to undertakers. And it’s a long way up from there.”


“Do you wish a good time with no consequences?”


Archer wondered if the old man was drunk or doped or both. “I never assumed there was such a thing.”


“In Reno there is.”


“Well, good for Reno. And what do you get out of telling me that?”


“You don’t believe in generosity for generosity’s sake?”


“And I don’t believe in Santa or pennies from Heaven either. Ever since age seven.”


“For a young man you seem old and gray in spirit.”


“And getting older every minute I’m standing here gabbing with you.”


“The passion of youth has been smote clean from you, and that’s a damn shame, son.”


Archer lit another Lucky and eyed the man, awaiting his next move. It was at least passing the time in the biggest little city on earth.


“Okay, I can understand your cynicism. But let me make another observation. One that has personal advantages to me.”


Archer flashed a grin. “Now we’re getting somewhere. I knew you had it in you.”


Howells fingered his chin. “You look like a man able to take care of himself.”


“That doesn’t tell me anything I don’t already know.”


“Here it is then: Can you protect others?” asked Howells.


“Who are we talking about here?”


“We are talking about me.”


“And why do you need protection?” asked Archer.


“I have enemies, as I said.”


“And why do you have enemies?”


“Some folks have them, unfortunately, and I’m one of those folks. So what do you say?”


“I have no interest in making your enemies my enemies. So you have a good day.”


Archer tipped his hat, turned, and walked off with his satchel. Howells called after him. “You would desert an old man in need, soldier?”


Over his shoulder Archer said, “Just wait for a fellow to fall off a truck and he’s your man, Bobby H.”
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In his hotel room, which looked like a shower stall with half-hearted ambition, Archer ditched his hat on the bed, tucked his satchel in the narrow closet with two feeble hangers dangling from the wooden rod, and sat in the one chair by the one window. He parted the faded and frayed curtains and stared out at Reno. It just looked average, maybe a little below that, in fact. Yet maybe it punched above its weight, like he always tried to do.


He smoked another Lucky and took a drink from the flask he carried in his jacket pocket. Archer didn’t need beautiful women, watery wine, or golden boulevards. He just desired a steady paycheck, something interesting to do with his time, and the small slice of self-respect that came with both.


The rye whiskey went down slow and burned deliciously along the way. Thus fortified, he took out the letter typed on sandpaper stationery with the name “Willie Dash, Very Private Investigations” imprinted at the top and giving an address and a five-digit phone number in Bay Town, California. Included with the letter was the man’s business card, stiff and serious looking with the same address and telephone information as the letter. A tiny magnifying glass rode right under the business name. Archer liked the effect. He hoped he liked the man behind it. More to the point, he hoped Willie Dash liked him.


The missive was in response to one Archer had written to Dash at the advice of Irving Shaw, a state police detective Archer had met while in a place called Poca City, where Archer had served his parole. Shaw and Dash were old friends, and Shaw believed Archer had the makings of a gumshoe; he’d thought Dash might be a good mentor for him. Archer had mentioned Shaw in the letter because he hoped it would move Dash to at least write back.


Not only had Dash written back but he’d suggested that Archer come to Bay Town and see what might be possible. He had promised Archer no job, just the opportunity to seek one, depending on how Dash viewed things. Archer didn’t need false promises or mealymouthed platitudes. He just needed a fair shot.


He put the letter and business card back in his jacket pocket, gazed out the window again, and noted that it was nearing the dinner hour. He had passed clusters of eateries along the way here, and one had stood out to him because it had also been the establishment naughty Ginger had told him about.


He grabbed his hat, pocketed his hefty room key, which could double as a blunt instrument if need be, and set out to fill his time and his belly.


It was a short walk to the Dancing Birds Café. The place was tucked away down a side street off Reno’s main drag. The broad windows were canopied by red-and-green-striped awnings, the door was solid oak with a brass knocker barnacled to the wood, and a flickering gas lantern hung on the wall to the right of the door. Archer took a moment to light up a Lucky off the open flame. Breathing in the methane reminded him of the war, where if you weren’t sucking foul odors like cordite into your lungs, you’d think you were either dead or someone had upped and taken the war elsewhere.


He opened the door and surveyed the place. Seven in the evening on the dot, and it was packed as tight as a passenger ship’s steerage class, only these people were better dressed and drinking niftier booze. Waiters in black bow ties and short white jackets seemed to hop, skip, and jump in frenetic furtherance of their duties. Archer looked for the “dancing birds” but saw no evidence of winged creatures performing the jitterbug. Either the place was misnamed, or he was in for a real surprise at some point.


At the far end of the room was a raised stage with a curtain, like one would see at a theater. As Archer stood there, hat in hand, the curtains parted and out stepped four long-limbed platinum blondes dressed so skimpily they looked ready to hop into bed for something other than sleep. Each of them held a very large and very fake bird feather in front of them.


A short, tubby man in a penguin suit waddled onstage and over to a microphone the size of two meaty fists resting on a stand. With deliberate dramatics he announced that the four ladies were the eponymous Dancing Birds and would be performing for the entertainment of the patrons now either eating or, in the case of half the tables that Archer could see, drinking their dinners.


About the time the ladies started to sing and hoof it across the wooden stage while twirling their feathers and twitching their hips, a bow-tied gent came up and told Archer there was room for him if he didn’t mind sharing a table.


“Works for me,” Archer said amiably.


He was led to a table that was nestled right next to the stage, where a man in his fifties sat. He was short and well-fed, and his calm, regal expression and sharply focused eyes told Archer that he was a man used to giving orders and seeing them obeyed, which was a decent gig if you could get it and then hold on to it. The tux handed Archer a stiff menu with the food items written in free-flowing calligraphy, took his order for three fingers of whiskey and one of water, and departed. Archer hung his fedora on the seat back and nodded to the other man.


“Thanks for the accommodation, mister,” he said.


He nodded back but didn’t look at Archer; he kept his gaze on the Birds.


When Archer’s drink came the man turned and eyed the whiskey. “Good choice. It’s one of the best they serve.”


“You have knowledge of the bar here?”


“In a way. I own the place. Max Shyner.” He raised a flute of champagne and clinked it against the whiskey glass.


“Nice to meet you, Mr. Shyner. My name’s Archer. And thanks a second time for the table spot, then. Wondered why you had such a good seat for the show.”


“You like the Dancing Birds?” he said, returning his gaze to the stage.


Archer gave a long look at the Bird on the end, who responded with a hike of her eyebrows, the lift of a long fishnet-stockinged leg in a dance kick, and a come-hither smile before she tap-tapped to the other end of the stage with the rest of the feathered flock.


“Let me just say how could a breathing man not?”


“You just in town?” Shyner asked.


“Why, do I look it?”


“I know most of the regulars.”


“Passing through. Bus out tomorrow.”


“Where to?”


“West of here,” he said vaguely, not wanting to offer anything more.


“California, then?” Shyner said.


“Maybe.”


“Well, son, any farther west and you’d be drinking the Pacific.”


“Suppose so,” replied Archer as he took a sip of the whiskey. He picked up the menu. “Recommend anything?”


“The steak, and the asparagus. They both come from near here. Get the Béarnaise sauce. You know what that is?”


“We’ll find out.” Archer gave that order to the waiter when he next came by and got a finger of whiskey added to what he had left. “So how long have you owned this place?”


“Long enough. I was born in Reno. Most are from someplace else, at least now. Great transition after the war, you see.”


“I guess I’m one of them,” replied Archer.


“Where in California? I got contacts, in case you’re looking for work.”


“Thanks, but I think I got something lined up.”


“The Golden State is growing, all right, why people like you are rushing to get there. Me, I’m more than content with this piece of the pie.”


“Who’s she?” asked Archer, indicating the Bird who had given him the eye.


“Liberty Callahan, one of my best. Sweet gal.” He pointed a finger at Archer. “No ideas, son. She wants to get into acting. Don’t think she’ll be here long, much to my regret.”


“I’m just passing through, like I said. I’ve got no ideas about her or any other lady.”


Shyner leaned forward, his look intense and probing. “You like to gamble?”


“My whole life’s been a gamble.”


“I mean, in a casino?”


Archer shook his head.


Shyner drew a fist of cash from his pocket and peeled off fifty dollars in sawbucks.


“You take this, with my compliments, and go try your luck at the Wheelhouse. It’s my place.”


“You give out folding money to all the folks passing by?” said Archer. “If you do, you might want to stop before you run out.”


Shyner leaned in more so Archer could smell the champagne on the man’s breath and Old Spice cologne on the ruddy cheeks. “Little something you need to know about casinos, young fella. No matter what the game, the casinos have the edge. With blackjack and roulette it’s a little less, with craps and slots a little more. But there’s no game where the House doesn’t have the advantage. My job is to get folks into my place. Even if I have to front them a bit. In the long run it pays off for me.”


“Well, with that warning, aren’t you defeating your purpose of recruitment?”


Shyner laughed. “You forget the element of human nature. I give you a little seed money and you’ll pay that back and more on top in no time.”


“Never got the point of gambling. Life’s uncertain enough as it is.”


“Gambling will be here long after I’m dead and buried, and you too. People are born with weaknesses and they pass them on. Sort of like Darwinism, only the stupid survive.”


“I might try your place, but I’ll do it with my own coin, thanks.”


“You sure?”


“Sure as I’m sitting here with a man who owns a casino.”


Shyner put the cash away and lit up a short, thin cigar and blew wobbly rings to the high plastered ceiling. “You surprise me, Archer. I’ve done that fifty-dollar bit more times than I can remember and you’re the first to turn it down.”


“So what about all those casinos in Las Vegas? Don’t they give you competition?”


Shyner waved this concern away. “In twenty years it’ll be a ghost town and no one will even remember the name Las Vegas, you mark my words.”


His steak and asparagus came, and Archer ate and washed it down with another two fingers.


“Can I at least comp your meal, Archer?”


“What do I have to do in return?”


“Just go to my casino. Two blocks over to the west. You can’t miss it.”


Archer laid down a dollar for his meal and drinks.


“So you’re not going to the Wheelhouse then?” said Shyner in a disappointed tone.


“No, I am. Just on my terms instead of yours.”


“Action doesn’t start up till around ten. You’ll want the full picture.”


As he left, Archer gave Liberty Callahan a tip of his hat as she was singing a solo while reclining on a baby grand piano that had been wheeled onstage. She hit him with a dazzling smile and then kept right on singing without missing a beat. Her voice sounded awfully good to Archer. She waved bye-bye with her fake feather as he left the nest.


Archer had to admit, he liked the lady’s style.
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The Wheelhouse was located in a building about as big as an aircraft carrier, but with nicer furniture, no portholes, and enough booze to launch her. Inside an army of gamblers was looking to win big, although almost all would lose what they had brought plus what they hadn’t brought. Archer didn’t need Shyner to tell him the odds favored the House. Somebody had to pay for the liquor, the neon, and the ladies, and the chubby old man who owned it all and liked his champagne and fifty-dollar suckers.


Pretty much every game of chance invented was being played in the main room as cocktail waitresses in black stockings and low-cut blouses made their rounds with drinks, smokes, and the occasional teasing look that hinted at additional services available after hours for those few with any cash left. The bar set against one wall was packed because the liquor was half price, or so said the sign overhead. Drunk people no doubt increased the casino’s odds even more, figured Archer.


As ten struck on his timepiece, he checked his hat and strode across the main floor to the cashier booths. He had never gambled in a casino, but Archer had gambled. First in prison, and then in private games where the odds were a little better than at this place, the booze came out of flasks or thimbles masquerading as shot glasses and the only ladies present were housewives coming to drag their no-account hubbies home while they still had twin nickels to their names.


He paid for ten bucks’ worth of chips, then ambled over to a craps table and from a distance studied the bets on the board until the table opened up for new action like the jaws of a prowling gator. He continued to watch three guys crap out after two tosses each. Then two more rollers in the wings fell out, one passing out drunk, the other blowing his whole stake on the last throw of the dice.


A man at the rail turned and saw Archer. He beckoned for Archer to join him.


After Archer did, the man said, “Listen up, son, this here fella about to throw has been hot three nights in a row.”


Archer looked down at the gent speaking. He was small and around sixty with fine white hair and a pair of rimless specs worn low on his squat, red-veined nose. He was encased in a seersucker suit with a snazzy blue bow tie and two-tone lace-up shoes. His nose and flushed face stamped him as a man who liked his drink more than he liked just about anything else.


“Is that right?” said Archer.


“Yes sir. That boy can roll.” He held out a flabby hand. “Roy Dixon.”


“Archer.”


They shook hands as the stickman standing behind the casino’s table bank called for fresh bets. The new shooter stepped up to one end of the table shaking out his arms and undoing kinks in his neck, like he was about to enter a boxing ring and not the green felt of a craps table that might be the most complicated betting game ever devised. Archer thought he could even see the guy’s eyes roll back in his head for a second before he shook it all clear and got ready to either do the House damage or get grizzly-mauled by a pair of dice weighing an ounce. The two base dealers handled all the chip traffic, while the seated boxman, a burly man wearing a green visor and a sour expression, watched all of this like his life and all those he knew and loved depended on his not missing anything.


“Okay, son, let’s make some money,” said Dixon, who made his bet on the Pass line.


“How?” said Archer.


“Hey, you.”


Archer looked up to see one of the base dealers drilling him with a stare. “The button’s off, pal. Got a new shooter coming up, no point made. You stand by the rail, you got to bet. That’s prime real estate, buddy. Didn’t your mama ever teach you that?”


Everyone laughed and more than a few gave Archer patronizing looks. He placed some chips next to Dixon’s on the Pass line.


“Thank you, sonny boy, now don’t you feel all better inside?” said the dealer.


Dixon leaned over and whispered to Archer, “He’s gonna roll seven on his come out roll.”


“How do you know that?”


“Shit, ’cause he always does.”


The stickman presented the shooter, a tall, thin man with curly brown hair and wearing a two-piece beige suit with a wrinkled white shirt and no belt, with five dice. He picked his deuce and handed the trio back to the stickman, who dumped them in his shake-out bowl.


“Dice out, no more bets allowed,” announced the stickman.


The shooter blew on the dice and rattled them once in his right hand.


“Throw with one hand only, and both dice have to hit the back wall,” instructed the stickman.


The shooter looked at him incredulously. “Hell, you think I don’t know that? How long I been throwing here, Benny?”


“Just saying,” was Benny’s only reply.


The shooter let fly, and the dice bounced off the far U-wall of the table.


The stickman announced, “We got a Big Red, natural seven. Pass line wins, no-pass goes down.”


Dixon said, “What did I tell you? We just doubled our money.”


Their chips doubled, and Archer looked intrigued as the dealers worked the payoffs and oversaw new bets.


“Now what?” asked Archer.


“He’s going to make his point on this next roll.”


Dixon set his chips down on certain betting squares and Archer followed suit.


A few moments later: “Shooter rolls a ten,” announced Benny. “Point is made, folks.”


The bets were posted again and the shooter was handed the dice. They banged off the far end of the table and came to rest.


“Little Joe on the front row,” bellowed Benny. “Hard four.”


Archer looked at the twin twos staring up from the faces of the dice. Then he looked at his pile of chips growing. He and Dixon bet again.


“Boxcars,” called out Benny as double sixes stood up after careening off the wall. “Twelve craps, come away triple.”


“What does that mean?” asked Archer.


“The Wheelhouse pays triple the field on boxcars,” Dixon said, looking down with relish at his now-towers of chips.


“Hey, pal, shouldn’t we quit while we’re ahead?” said Archer.


“What the hell’s the point of that?” countered Dixon.


Archer took some of his chips off, while Dixon did not.


The next roll was another winner and Dixon grinned at Archer. “You’re too timid, son. First rule of craps, you ride a hot shooter all the way to the very end.”


Archer glanced at the shooter. A cigarette dangled from his lips, a line of sweat rode on his brow, and his eyes spoke of too much booze, drugs, and maybe overconfidence. If ever a man looked done in and done out, this was the hombre, Archer thought. He lifted all his chips off the edge of the fabric and slid out his reserve chips from the slots in the table and took a step back as the boxman eyed him with contempt.


“Running out on a hot shooter, bub?” Archer just stared at him. The boxman added with a sneer, “Then go find your mommy. It’s time for your bottle of milk, junior.”


Dixon moved every single one of his chips forward onto new bets on the Pass line and come field a second before Benny handed the dice to the shooter.


As Archer walked away, a huge groan went up from the table as Benny gleefully called out, “Seven out.” The next sound was his stick coming down and raking away all the chips that had bet on the shooter continuing to roll. The House had come roaring back and the lives of the bettors gathered round came careening down to earth like a doomed plane.


Archer looked back to see Dixon staring at the spot where all his chips used to be. The king had lost his kingdom, as they all eventually did.


“I better go find that bottle of milk,” Archer said to himself.
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“Hey. Hey, you!”


Archer looked over and saw the woman waving enthusiastically at him.


It was Liberty Callahan, of the Dancing Birds troupe, sitting at the roulette table. She had changed out of her stage outfit and lost her condor-sized feather. While her sparkly dress was tight, her welcoming smile, promising skittish fun with few rules, was even more appealing to Archer. And yet when he more soberly took in her toothy smile and frisky appearance, Archer saw in it prison guards itching to bust his head, chain gangs to nowhere, and food that was not food at all. That was what had happened to him the last time a gal had called out to him like that. A sob story, a poorly planned escape from her tyrannical father, the arrival of the police, a change in heart by the gal after her old man put the screws to her, with the result that Archer had donated a few years of his life to busting up rocks and seeing the world through the narrow width of prison cell bars. Still, he ordered a highball from the bar and took a seat next to her. He just couldn’t seem to help himself. He was an eternal optimist. Or just stupid.


“I’m Liberty Callahan.”


“I’m Archer.”


She shot him a curious look. “That’s a funny name.”


“It’s my surname.”


“What’s your given name?”


“Not one I ‘give’ out.”


Her features went slack and put out, but Archer didn’t feel unduly bothered by this. Any first meeting was a nifty place to lay out the ground rules. And his new universal ground rules were to take no one into his confidence and to listen more and talk less.


“Suit yourself, Archer.” She turned to play with her little stack of chips.


He said, “Mr. Shyner pointed you out to me back at the café. Told me your name too.”


She eyed him cautiously. “That’s right, you were at his table.”


Archer eyed the wheel and the dealer standing in the notch cut out of the elongated table, while the gamblers sipped on drinks and conspired on their future bets. He heard all sorts of talk coming in one ear about this method and that superstition coupled with that infallible telltale sign of where a spinning ball would come to rest in a bowl full of colored numbers in slots that were spinning the other way. People had colorful chips in hand that looked very different from the ones Archer had been using at the craps table.


The table had a sign that said minimum and maximum bets differentiated between inside and outside bets. Archer had no idea what any of that meant.


“He told me you want to get into acting?” said Archer.


Her smile emerged once more, showing every tooth in her arsenal, including a jacketed porcelain crown in the back that was so white it looked nearly pewter in the shadowy cave of her mouth.


She nodded, her smile deepening. “People calling out your name and wanting your autograph. Your picture in the newspapers. Somebody else driving you around and you travel with your own maid. It all sure sounds swell. So, yeah, I want to try my hand at it. Stupid, maybe. Long shot, sure, but why not me, right?”


“So what are you going to do about it?” asked Archer evenly.


“Hey, hey!” called out the dealer. He was beady-eyed and thick at the waist but with a steady hand in which the little ball already rested. “You got a seat, you got to bet.”


“Sorry,” said Callahan. She quickly put a chip on ten black.


Archer pulled out some of his crap chips.


The dealer shook his head. “No, no, you need to use roulette chips here, sonny. Let me see what you got there.”


Archer pulled out all of his chips and showed them to the dealer. The man eyed him with interest as he totaled them up, scooped them away, and placed a stack of colorful chips in front of Archer.


“Okay, what do you want each to be worth?”


“Excuse me?” said Archer.


The dealer told him what his crap chips had been worth. “But you get to pick how much each of these chips are worth, while not going over the total value of the chips you just turned in.”


“Why so complicated?”


“It’s not complicated. It’s roulette. Everybody at the table has a different color chip. They tell me what they’re worth and I keep that in my head. What’s complicated?”


Archer glanced over the chips and gave the man a number.


“Thanks, genius,” the dealer said as he placed a like-colored chip atop the rail by the wheel and then placed a number marker on it that coincided with the chip value Archer had given him.


The dealer grinned at Archer. “Memories are iffy, marker chips make it easy.”


“Yeah, I can see that, genius.” He put a chip on ten black next to Callahan’s.


The ball was dropped and the wheel spun by the dealer. People kept betting until the ball was about to drop and then the dealer called out, “No more bets.” Seconds later Archer and Callahan lost their chips because the ball decided twenty-one red all the way on the other side was a much more comfortable resting place than ten black.


Callahan took a sip of her cocktail and said, “I’m going to Hollywood. That’s what you do if you want to be in the movie business, Archer. Ain’t you heard of that place?”


“I don’t go to many movies. Never saw the point. They’re not real.”


“Well, that is the point.”


“If you say so.”


“Life is crap, Archer. You go to the movies to get away from that for a little bit. Get some pixie dust thrown on you for a precious two hours.”


“And when the two hours are up and the pixie dust falls off, your life is still crap.”


“Boy, it must be fun walking in your shoes,” she observed.


“But then you go back to the movies for more pixie dust, right?”


“Yeah, so?”


Archer said, “So you’re an addict. Might as well be smoking reefer. Movies are about making money. And putting butts in seats. No butts in the seat, no autographs, no maids, and no newspaper pics.”


She frowned. “Thanks for popping the one dream I have.”


Archer sipped his highball and tapped a finger against the tabletop. “We all have dreams. Point is, what are you going to do about it? Just going to the place doesn’t seem like enough. I’ll bet it’s chock-full of people wanting to do the same thing as you.”


“I know that. I need to take some classes and work on how I walk and how I talk.”


“You can already walk and talk. And dance, too, and sing. I’m witness to that. You do it pretty swell, in fact.”


Surprisingly, her frown deepened at this compliment. “But there’s a lot more to acting than that. You have to have what they call the ‘it’ factor. The camera has to love you. It has to capture something in you that maybe even you don’t see. That’s how a star is made.”


“Heard that a bunch of actors fought in the war. Hank Fonda, Clark Gable. Lots.”


“Oh, poor Clark Gable. Wasn’t it awful what happened to his wife, Carole Lombard?” said Callahan. “That plane crash after she was out promoting war bonds. Her mom was with her but didn’t like to fly. She wanted to take the train back. Lombard wanted to take a plane to get back to Gable faster. They said she and her mom flipped a coin. Her mom lost and they took the plane. And it flew right into a mountain.”


“Yeah, I heard about that while I was overseas. Damn shame.”


“So you fought?”


Archer shrugged. “Sure, like most everybody else.”


“I worked in a factory making bombs.”


“Dangerous work.”


Callahan took a moment to pull a Camel from a pack she slid from her purse. She held out the smoke for Archer to light, which he did, using a box of matches he took from a stack next to a green glass ashtray overflowing with smoked butts. The air was thick with so much smoke Archer thought a fog had materialized inside.


She cupped his hand with hers as he lit the Camel. She glanced up at him as their skin touched, but he wasn’t looking at her, with good reason. He waved the match dead and plunked it with the other wreckage into the ashtray. Then he sat back and watched her smoke. She did it well.


She said, “One girl I knew at the factory got killed in an accident. And I lost a brother and a cousin in the war. One in Germany and one in France. They’re buried over there. I want to make enough money to go see their graves and put flowers on them,” she added, her expression growing even more somber, but her eyes lifted to his. “You lose anyone in the war?”


“Just almost myself.”


“Right,” she said, apparently disappointed by this.


“So Hollywood then?” prompted Archer. “Your dream?”


“Yes. And don’t give me a hard time about it,” she added in a pouty voice that Archer didn’t much care for. Women, he’d found, did that to move men one way or another.


The dealer suddenly barked, “Hey, lovebirds, you gonna bet or you gonna give up your seats, ’cause that’s the choice you got to make. And do it before I die of old age, will ya?”


Callahan looked at the man with an expression that gave Archer pause. It was akin to a snake sizing up its next meal. He didn’t like it, but he could understand it. With a slow, methodical, full-of-meaning motion, she pushed her remaining chips onto twenty-two black.


“You sure about that, honey? Just that one bet,” said the dealer, giving her an eye back as though to evaluate her mental acuity.


Turning to Archer she said, “It’s the year I was born, 1922. And I like black better than red, always have.”


Archer slid all of his roulette chips next to hers.


She jerked so violently her Camel came close to hitting her in the eye.


“Archer, that’s too many chips for a single ride on the wheel. Soften the blow with other bets on white, black, even, odd. Don’t be a dummy, spread the risk.”


“Lady’s talking smart,” said the dealer.


Archer finished his highball and sensed the others at the table watching him, wondering whether he was mad, rich, just stupid, or all three. “Thing is, I didn’t earn it. I just followed a guy over at the craps table and got out before I lost it all. For me, it’s free money.”


“Ain’t no such thing, buddy,” barked the dealer.


Archer eyed him. “You in the business of not taking bets, buddy?”


The man chuckled and spittle ran down his chin. He didn’t bother to wipe it away. “Your funeral, pal. So just to be clear, you’re doing a straight up bet on twenty-two black with no outside odd or even, red or black column bets? How about some inside splits, corners, street, double street? Last chance, amigo.”


“If I knew what any of that meant, I’d answer you,” said Archer. “But all I know is if that little ball drops on twenty-two black, we win.”


“You know the odds?” asked the dealer nervously.


Archer glanced around the bowl. “You got thirty-six numbers.” Then he noted the zero and double zero slots that were in green felt rather than red or black.


“What are those numbers?” he asked.


The dealer grinned. “That’s where the House gets its advantage, pal, didn’t you know?”


“You mean, it doesn’t count for the odds?”


The grin deepened. “Nope, just two more numbers to add to the thrill. See, that’s what advantage means.”


“So thirty-six minus one means the odds are longer than the road from heaven to hell and the payoff is thirty-five to one, although the wheel has thirty-seven opportunities to lose.”


“You’re picking it up real fast, pardner,” said the dealer, eyeing the big stack of chips on twenty-two black. His eyebrow twitched and a sweat bubble sprouted over this twitch like a mushroom after a hard rain. “Like taking candy from a baby,” he said, but there was no spirit behind it.


“So you gonna spin the wheel and drop the ball, or do I have time for a smoke break?” asked Archer.


Callahan gripped Archer’s hand under the table and gave him a pointed smile that showed all teeth and the jacketed crown that now looked more white than pewter.


The dealer looked around the table and then glanced to the ceiling and muttered something Archer couldn’t hear.


The wheel was spun, the dealer sent the ivory ball spinning in the opposite direction, and Archer and Callahan waited for what seemed an eternity for the game to do what it was designed to do.


The bona fide absurdity of the endeavor was not lost on Archer. He watched a dozen reasonable-looking adults eyeing a little ball like it was the most important thing they would ever witness in their entire lives.


It’s a damn miracle we won the war and aren’t speaking German.


“No more bets,” barked the dealer.


A moment later, Callahan shrieked, “Omigod,” as the ball dropped into the slot for twenty-two black.


She threw her arms around Archer and kissed him on the lips, almost knocking him out of his seat.


“Damn,” said the dealer, shaking his head.


“How much did we win?” asked Archer quietly. “I mean in money, not wafers.”


The dealer eyed the bets and then the markers and said mournfully, “Little over four grand for you. Two hundred and eighty bucks for the lady.”


“Holy Jesus,” exclaimed Callahan.


“We’ll cash out now,” said Archer, giving the dealer a dead stare.


The man slowly counted out a number of regular casino chips. He slid a small pile to Callahan and a far larger stack to Archer.


Archer took his stacks of chips, split them evenly, and handed one stack to Callahan.


“What are you doing?” she said, bug-eyed. “You won those, not me.”


“I just followed your bet, Liberty. I would’ve won nothing except for you. So a fifty-fifty split seems fair.” He lit a Lucky Strike and eyed the dealer through the mist. “After all, it was free money.”


“Do you . . . ? I mean, are you . . . ? Oh, Archer.” She kissed him again, this time on the cheek and not with as much fury, so he held firm in his seat.


The dealer said, “Hey, look, the night’s young. You folks sure you won’t let me try to win some of that back? My boss ain’t gonna be happy with me.”


Archer flipped him a fifty-dollar chip. “He might still be unhappy. But you won’t be, amigo.”


The man caught the chip and looked surprised. “Didn’t figure you for a class act. My mistake, buddy.”


“I think you figured me just right, but four grand can bring class to any bum.”


After Archer and Callahan reclaimed their hats from the hat check girl, they turned chips into dollars at the cashier’s desk, and Archer carefully folded the money over and put it through a slit in his hat’s lining. Callahan’s stash disappeared into her purse.


“How about a drink?” she said. “To celebrate? On me? Not here. They water everything down. I know a place.”


He studied her for so long she finally said, “What!”


“Works for me.”


“What took you so long?”


“The guy usually does the asking, not the girl.”


“Well, I’m the other way around, Archer. You hang around me long enough, you’ll figure that out.”


“Maybe I will. Or maybe I won’t. But let’s go get that drink,” he added with a measure of calm bordering on ambivalence.


“You’re a strange bird. Most folks after winning all that would be sort of giddy.”


“I don’t think I have any giddy left.”
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“It’s right down this street,” said Callahan as they turned off the strip. “A friend told me it used to be a speakeasy back when they had Prohibition.” Callahan slipped her arm inside his. “Isn’t life just grand sometimes, Archer? I mean, five minutes ago we had nothing, really. And now look at us.”


Archer wasn’t sure what to make of her move on him, but he let the lady stay right where she was, even as her soft hip bumped his. He could figure that out later, if need be.


“It took guts what you did back there, betting all those chips.”


“Doesn’t seem anything like that.”


“I suppose you’d feel that way, I mean, after fighting in a war.”


“I guess so,” he said.


“You want to talk about it?”


“No.”


“You sure?” she asked, glancing at him.


“Yes.”


“How come? It might make you feel better.”


“I don’t need to feel better. And the guys who didn’t come back can’t talk about it, so what gives me the right? The lucky stiffs shouldn’t write the histories or tell the stories.”


“Okay, okay, Archer. Don’t bite my head off for caring.”


They took a few more steps when Archer said, “What was that?”


“Sounds like a fight or something,” said Callahan, looking startled. “But they have lots of those around here. No business of ours.” She tightened the grip on his arm.


Next they heard a man calling out in fear: “Please, don’t!”


Archer said, “That sounds like . . .”


“What?”


“Let me just see something.” He pulled free from her and hustled down the street.


“Archer!”


She hurried after him, holding on to her hat as she did so. “Dammit, I don’t like to run with heels on!”


Archer reached an alley and turned down it. He ran toward the noise and eventually saw three burly men surrounding another man, far frailer and older, like hyenas circling prey.


Robert Howells was just picking himself up off the ground; his lip was split and his cheek was bruised, and his crumpled hat was lying off to the side. His concave chest was heaving as he held up his hands futilely in a defensive measure as the younger and larger men bore down on him. The blood leached down his face and made a spot on his shirt like a crimson teardrop.


“You boys having fun at an old man’s expense?” said Archer as his hand slipped into his pocket and wrapped around something he was probably going to need.


The three men turned around. They were all bigger and beefier than Archer, and not one of them carried a friendly expression.


Archer advanced on them and pointed at Howells. “You feel good about that? Something to write home to Mom about, if you got one.”


The biggest and meanest looking of the trio took a few steps toward Archer. “This ain’t your business, buddy, so shut your trap, just turn around, and keep moving, if you know what’s good for you. You get one warning and that’s it.”


“Bobby H, come on over here,” said Archer.


The other two men put out their thick arms to bar the old man from moving.


“Look here, I don’t want to do this the hard way,” said the big man. He held up a fist as large as a bowling ball. “You beat it now or this is the last thing you’ll see until you wake up.”


“All you have to do is let him go,” said Archer. “Then you don’t get hurt.”


The men just gazed stupidly back at him, as though wondering whether Archer was simple-minded or thought way too much of himself.


“Do you got a death wish, bub?” For added emphasis and to let Archer see things as clear as possible, the man took out a blackjack and slapped it against an open palm. One of the other thugs drew out a switchblade and made a slashing motion with it. He grinned and made another slash. Archer didn’t bother to watch the performance. His immediate focus was on the blackjack.


“I was about to ask you the same thing,” said Archer, still marching toward the big man.


“So just turn around and get out of here. Last warn—”


Archer pushed off the balls of his feet, which separated him from the pavement. With his wingtips rising about six inches off the surface, he moved in a graceful arc. As he leaped he rotated his arm back, his elbow making a V pointing in the opposite direction from which he was heading. As Archer made his descent, his hand, now a mean fist, came forward. Archer leaned his weight into it, thereby accelerating the blow about to be delivered. His fist struck the man so hard on the chin on a downward slope that the man’s upper jaw jammed into his lower; two of his teeth were ejected by this collision and landed on the ground along with a stream of blood. A split second later, their owner joined them, facedown and lights out.


Archer came to rest on the ground, his knuckles cracked and bleeding and the stinger flowing all the way to his rotator. You couldn’t hurt another man in that way without hurting yourself, he knew. But he would take the pain he was feeling over the one the big man would endure when he awoke.


The knife man lunged at Archer, making attacking motions with his blade. Archer waited for a few seconds as he sized him up until the man drew close enough. Then he lashed out, gripped the man’s wrist holding the knife, and used his foot to hook his opponent’s ankle while at the same time he pushed his foe backward. The man fell, but he did so without the blade, since Archer had twisted it free with a violent downward tug on the man’s wrist.


Archer closed the blade and threw it behind him. He didn’t like knife fights for the most part and would rather finish this skirmish with his fists. The man regained his balance and flew at Archer, only to collapse backward from a shot directly to his nose that had painfully moved it about an inch closer to his face. He had less room to breathe now, but air was the least of his concerns at present. Like his friend, he collapsed on the pavement for an involuntary nap after Archer’s haymaker.


The third man, taking no chances, had drawn a snub-nosed Colt .32 with oak grips from his jacket pocket. He pointed the barrel at Archer and took no pains to conceal his delight at what he was about to do. It took something to kill a man at close distance and with your own hands. It took only an index finger and not a shred of nerve to do the same with a gun.


The shot made Archer flinch, because the sound of gunfire just did that to a man. But it hadn’t come from the snub-nosed.


He looked back to see Callahan standing there holding a nickel-plated Smith & Wesson .38 Special. She had fired the shot into the air, but now had her gun pointed at the other man’s chest. “Drop the piece, or I drop you,” she said, her features set like a slab of pretty granite. “And I don’t miss, mister.”


The man eyed her up and down, a slick smile creeping onto his lips. “I ain’t worried about no girl pulling no trigger on me.”


Her response was to place a shot through the top inch of his porkpie hat, neatly blowing it off his head. He cried out, dropped his gun, and knelt down, blubbering like a baby.


“Then stop worrying,” said Callahan calmly, holding the gun as expertly as the best-trained soldiers Archer had seen. “Unless you want the next slug drilling your balls. Which one do you love the least?”


Still whimpering, the man instinctively covered his crotch.


“Come over here, Bobby H,” said Archer again as he grabbed the .32, slipping it into his waistband. He also picked up the knife and put it in his jacket pocket.


Howells snatched up his hat, spat on the big man lying at his feet, and tottered over to Archer. They all three hustled out of the alley and back to the main street.


“What was that about?” said Archer. “Why were they giving you the business?”


Howells turned to the side and spit blood and possibly part of his inner lip out of his mouth. “I told you I got enemies, Archer. It’s why I wanted you to help me, son.”


“You know this piece of work?” said Callahan, who had put her revolver back in her purse as casually as though it were merely her lipstick and powder.


He shook his head. “We don’t even qualify as acquaintances. And how come you have a gun?”


She gave him an illustrative eye roll. “I’m a good-looking, young dancer and I live in Reno. What else do you need to know, choirboy?”


“Let’s get you cleaned up,” said Archer to Howells. The old man was trying to wipe the blood off his face, but he just made a mess of it.


“The bar we’re going to has a washroom,” said Callahan. “If he can make it that far.”


“I’ll make it,” said Howells. “But only because I sure as hell need a drink.”


“Okay, but you can buy,” said Callahan.


“Why’s that?” said a startled Howells.


“We just saved your bacon is why, you old geezer. Don’t be simple.”


“Well, okay,” said Howells doubtfully. “But my funds are limited at the moment.”


“Great,” she said spitefully.


Howells turned to Archer, “And who is your charming friend, Archer?”


“Hey, bub, I’m right here,” she said. “Archer doesn’t have to speak for me. And the name’s Liberty Callahan.”


“I’m sure it is,” said a bug-eyed Howells.


She turned to Archer. “Hey, how’d you knock those two guys out with one punch anyways?”


Archer held up the set of aluminum knuckles he had earlier pulled from his pocket. “I always keep these around for emergencies.”


“Is that legal?” she asked. “You could get in trouble.”


“I figure if you can carry a gun, I can carry these.”


She cracked a smile. “I’m starting to like you, Archer.”


“Hell, what took you so long?”
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Archer helped Howells clean up in the men’s washroom and then they joined Callahan at the bar, after he dumped both the snub-nosed and the knife in the waste can. They didn’t want to be near any windows, in case the three guys came looking for them. Although Archer was of the opinion that at least two of them would need a doctor when they came to, and the third a change of undershorts after Callahan’s antics with her .38.


Archer ordered a bourbon straight up, Callahan a Tom Collins, and Howells a sidecar.


“Go heavy on the brandy and triple sec, hon,” the old man told the waitress, a tired-looking woman in her forties with a Dutch boy haircut and a way of looking at you that made you feel like a heel even if you weren’t one. “I got serious troubles,” he added by way of explanation.


“Tell it to somebody who cares, hon,” she said before walking off.


“So give it to us straight, Bobby H,” said Archer. “Why were those guys giving you the heavy lifting?”


“I . . . I, uh, got a little gambling debt issue.”


“Then maybe you should stop gambling,” said Callahan. “That ever occur to you, genius?”


Howells looked down at the shiny surface of the bar. “I tried but it didn’t go too well.”


“How much do you owe?” said Archer.


“Eighteen hundred and fifty dollars.”


“Eighteen hundred and fifty dollars!” exclaimed Callahan. “Are you that bad a gambler or what?”


“Every bettor loses if he plays long enough, missy.”


“Can you find that kind of dough?” asked Archer.


“I have no, what you would call, liquid assets. But I have a car. A mighty fine one. I’m loath to part with it, but I’m more loath to part with my life.”


“What kind of car?” asked Callahan.


“A Delahaye.”


“What’s that?” said Callahan. “Like a Ford?”


“It is nothing like a Ford,” said Howells indignantly as he tapped his fingers against the mahogany bar. “It is a work of art. It’s French made, truly one of the most beautiful cars ever conceived. Indeed, only five of this model were ever built.”


“How come? Was it no good?” asked Callahan.


“No, a little thing called World War II intervened,” retorted Howells in a bristling tone. “It is in every respect a spectacular example of automotive genius.”


“How’d you get your mitts on something like that?” asked Archer suspiciously. “Your story isn’t adding up to me. You’re going to have to fill in the holes.”


“I didn’t get my mitts on it. My son did. He left it to me when he passed away last year.”


“Sorry to hear that. He must’ve been a young guy.”


“He was. You’re not supposed to bury your children,” Howells added somberly, staring at his hands.


Callahan and Archer exchanged a sympathetic glance.


“How’d your son get the car?” Archer asked quietly, after a few moments of silence. “There has to be a story in there worth telling,” he added encouragingly.


“He, like you, fought in the war. And did so bravely.”


“Okay, but I didn’t get a car in the bargain,” said Archer. “What did he do?”


“Why should I tell you anything?” replied Howells sharply.


Archer took out the aluminum knuckles and placed them between himself and Howells. “Because a few minutes ago I made your enemies my enemies. That’s at least worth a little information, friend.”


Howells eyed the knuckles and nodded, his expression now contrite.


“Near the end of the conflict my boy saved the life of a French soldier who was the son of one of the Delahaye company owners. As a gesture of thanks they shipped the car here. It’s a 1939 model, but it’s never really been driven and looks brand-new. It was actually built for a wealthy Englishman and was supposed to be delivered in early 1940. For obvious reasons, it was never shipped out to him.”


“How’d your son die?” asked Archer.


“He, too, had gambling debts.”


“You mean, they killed him over that?” said Archer.


“That can happen,” Callahan said knowingly, drawing a meaningful glance from Archer.


He rubbed at one of his swollen fingers and stretched out his stiff arm. “Go on, Bobby H, don’t stop now,” he said. “It’s just getting good.”


“He left the car to me. It was really all he had.”


“How come the folks he owed money to didn’t try to get it?”


“They didn’t know he had it. They don’t know I have it.”


“You mean, he never drove it?” said Callahan.


“Never. It’s an unforgettable-looking automobile. If they had seen him in it . . . well, he wouldn’t have had it long. Same goes for me. Plus, I don’t even know how to drive a car.”


“Where is it?” asked Archer.


“Outside of town in a safe place. Why?”


“Well, looks like you’re going to have to sell it. Like you said, you’re more loath to part with your life than with the car.”


Their drinks came, and they each lighted up cigarettes and drank their spirits with enthusiasm.


Through a sheen of smoke Archer eyed Howells. “And you’ll need to make a decision fast. We saved you tonight, but I at least won’t be here tomorrow to do the same.”


“And saving you is not my job,” added Callahan. “We all have problems.”


“There’s no one I know with enough money to buy it.”


“How much you asking?” said Archer.


“Don’t be crazy,” said Callahan sharply. “Why do you need a car like that?”


“I’m just asking,” replied Archer, whittling down his Lucky and his bourbon. “No harm in that.”


“What would you do with a car like that?” asked Howells cautiously.


Archer didn’t answer right away as he blew lazy smoke rings to the filthy ceiling. “Maybe drive it to California.”


“California?” Callahan snapped. “Is that where you’re headed? Why didn’t you tell me that before?”


He tilted his gaze at her. “Before what? We just met.”


“But I told you that’s where I’m going.”


“Well, hell, you two can go out west together,” said Howells, smiling happily as if Archer and Callahan had just exchanged marriage vows.


“Don’t tell me what to do,” said Callahan. “And I barely know Archer. I can’t drive all the way to California with someone I barely know.”


“Well, the same goes for me,” replied Archer. “Particularly a gal with a gun.”


“What are you going out to California for?” Howells asked her.


“To get into pictures, what else?”


“Well, once you see the Delahaye, you may change your mind about not wanting to drive out there with Archer in it.”


“Why?”


“Because you’ll arrive in style. You’ll be in all the newspapers.”


“But I’m not going to Hollywood,” said Archer.


“Oh, hell, son, California is California. Do you want to see it or not?”


“What do you say?” Archer asked Callahan.


She mulled over this. “It can’t hurt to look.”


“But how about one more round of drinks first?” suggested Howells.


“Only if you’re buying,” said Archer. “I busted a knuckle for you. That’s enough without you attacking my wallet, too.”


“Well, I will, on the condition that you buy the car.”


Archer sat back on his stool. “How do we get out to this place?”


“Got a buddy who can give us a lift in the back of his truck.” Howells checked his watch. “He gets off work in about ten minutes.”


“The back of his truck?” exclaimed Callahan.


“Well, you can sit in the front. Me and Archer can ride in the back.”


Callahan threw down money for the booze. “But let’s just keep it to the one round then, in case Archer doesn’t buy the damn car.”
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The friend’s pickup truck was a rambling, ancient mess of a Plymouth held together by wire, tape, and probably prayer by the gent driving it. That “gent” was a burly fellow dressed in blue overalls, dusty brogans, and a dirty, tan snap-brim hat with a fat cigar stuck in the red band. Howells didn’t provide a name for the man, and the man didn’t volunteer one.


Howells’s friend ogled Callahan as he held open the rusted passenger door for her. She tucked herself primly inside the cab and wouldn’t look at him. The lady didn’t need a magnifying glass to discern the man’s primal desire. Archer noted that Callahan kept a firm hand on her clutch purse, in which the .38 lay like a coiled rattler.


Archer hefted Howells into the back, where he sat next to a passel of tools. Archer rode higher up on the truck bed’s side panel. He buttoned up his jacket and turned up his collar because the air had gone cool. As they headed west, the sky was clear and the stars were stitched to the dark fabric in random patterns of elegance.


They were moving at too brisk a pace for Archer to light up a cigarette, so he just watched the dirt pass by. The land was flat, the vegetation uninteresting, and the occasional animal unremarkable.


“Not much out this way,” Archer commented after a few miles.


“Men came here for gold a long time ago. Now it’s just a stop on the way to somewhere else, unless you’re enamored of desert land.”


“I like the water.”


“You grew up on the ocean?”


“No. But I took a long boat ride home and it was the sweetest ride I’ve ever had.”


“Smooth, was it?”


“No, we actually went through a hurricane. Thought we were going to sink for about three straight days, guys puking and praying all over the place. I’d settled on the fact that I was gonna drown right then and there in the old Atlantic.”


“So why the hell do you like the water then?”


“I survived the war and that boat was taking me home. It affects a man.”


“I can see that,” said Howells thoughtfully. “I fought in the First World War.”


“I’m hoping there won’t be a third.”


“So California, eh?”


Archer shrugged. “Good a place as any, I reckon.”


“I wish I’d done more moving about when I was young.”


“You from here, then?”


“Not exactly. But I call it home now, for better or worse.”


“If you pay those boys off, who’s to say you won’t get back into debt? And you won’t have another car to sell.”


“You make a fair point, Archer, but right now I don’t see another option.”


Archer shrugged. “It’s your funeral, and any man who can’t see that deserves what he gets.”


“That’s a hard line, friend,” Howells replied, frowning.


“No, that’s life. And you’ve seen more of it than me, so you should know better.”


The truck rolled on until they reached an unwieldy conglomeration of buildings. A gas station, an automobile repair garage, and a small bungalow that looked like someone had let the air out. Out front was parked a big sparkling-blue Buick and a smaller dented Ford two-door, Mutt and Jeff in mechanical splendor.


“What is this setup?” asked Archer as he helped Howells down.


“My buddy’s place, like I told you. He has the garage and a filling station. And he lives in that little house there.”


“Your buddy have a name?” asked Callahan, who had gotten out of the cab before the man had stopped the truck fully, probably so he couldn’t hurry around and try to see up her skirt like he had when she’d gotten in.


Howells pointed to the sign above the garage. It read: LESTER’S AUTO REPAIR. “Lester’s had this place a long time.”


The truck shot back onto the road and disappeared quickly from view.


“Why’s your friend in such a hurry?” asked Archer.


“Lester doesn’t like Calvin. And if Lester doesn’t like you, you know it.”


Archer eyed the fleeing Plymouth and then glanced at Howells. “So how do we get back to town then, Bobby H?”


Howells considered this dilemma and said, “Well, that’s a pickle for sure.”


The door to the bungalow opened at Howells’s knocking. In the doorway stood the largest human being Archer had ever seen. About six feet eight, his body was so thick it needed every inch the doorway provided. Archer figured him for 350 or more pounds, if he weighed an ounce. He looked like a statue whose sculptor had gotten carried away.


“Holy Lord,” whispered Callahan. “Is that one man or two?”


“Dunno,” said Archer. “But either way, don’t make him or them mad.”


Howells threw up a hand and said, “Howdy there, Lester.”


Lester did not seem pleased to see him or any of them, thought Archer. He looked like he would prefer to snap their necks like chickens and then pluck and cook them for dinner.


Lester had curly dark hair and a crooked nose that seemed to go on and on. His lips were thick, and his teeth were relative to the size of his wide mouth. He wore a stained, sleeveless undershirt that showed off thick, broad shoulders, arm muscles that seemed too weighty for the bones they were attached to, and matted black chest hair where the fabric dipped low. His stiff dungarees, while enormous, strained to contain his legs. His feet were surprisingly small for his huge frame. His nails were thick with grease, and the smell of gasoline shrouded the man like wrapping paper around a present, a big one. A cigarette was stuck behind one ear like a pale, severed finger lingering.


He looked them over one by one and said nothing.


Callahan took a subtle sniff and wrinkled her nose, taking a step back to allow the man some space and her lungs some reprieve.


Lester once more ran his gaze up and down Archer and Callahan before turning to Howells. “It’s late for a visit, Pops. What are you here for?”


His voice was low, like rumbling thunder. It didn’t quite match his girth, but it still made Archer notice his words with particular care.


“Came to see the car.” He looked at Archer. “Got a prospective buyer in Archer here.”


Lester turned once more to Archer. His gaze went from the hat to the feet and then came back up like an elevator car and stopped at the floor containing Archer’s eyes.


“He doesn’t look like he can afford it.”


“Well, looks can be deceiving,” said Archer.


Lester did not appear to take too kindly to this mild rebuke. He took a few steps toward Archer before Howells said, “So is it in the garage then?”


Lester snapped a glare at him that in the dim light seemed ferocious somehow. “Where else, Pops? Under the cover, like always.”


“Well, let’s get to it,” said Howells hastily. “Don’t want to waste what’s left of your night, Lester.”


To Archer, the old man seemed uneasy at having to deal with the giant, and that uneasiness transferred to Archer like a virus.


Lester took them to the garage, pulled a key from his pocket, unlocked a massive padlock, and slid open the doors with outward thrusts of his two-by-four arms. Inside they saw automobiles and pickup trucks in various stages of disassembly. Large rolling toolboxes stood next to some of these vehicles. Single bulb work lights were strung from the exposed rafters. The smell of grease was predominant but barely winning out over the odor of burned nicotine. Archer saw a Maxwell House coffee can full of cigarette butts. He next eyed a fifty-gallon drum marked GASOLINE with a hose and nozzle attached, and he wondered how the man had not managed to blow or burn himself up.


“Business looks good,” noted Archer in a friendly tone. He really did not want to have to try his luck with the aluminum knuckles against a man the size of this one. He doubted he could reach Lester’s chin to see if, despite his size, it was made of glass.


“Looks can be deceiving.” Lester was the only one to smile at his little joke, and it was a weak, grim effort.


In a separate room behind another set of locked slider doors was a vehicle draped with a brown canvas tarp. Lester flicked on a light and glanced at Howells, who nodded.


Archer stood next to Callahan, who had reached out and clutched his arm, as though what was about to be revealed was a wild animal instead of something you drove on the road.


Lester grabbed one end of the tarp and with one tug pulled it free of what was underneath.


“Damn,” Archer and Callahan said collectively.


Howells stepped forward and rubbed the silver trim on the side of the bloodred car, which also had a red convertible top that was now set in the down position.


“Folks, feast your eyes on a 1939 Delahaye Model One Sixty-Five, Figoni and Falaschi convertible cabriolet.”


Callahan gushed, “It . . . it looks like it’s floating on air.”


Archer eyed the long hood, which ended in a shiny grille that ran from top to bottom on the front of the vehicle like a knight’s metal vestments. Its front and rear fenders looked like waves crashing on a beach and enormous teardrop-shaped pearls, respectively. There were slashes of chrome trim on the sides and running along the bottom of the chassis. It rode so low that he could see only the bare bottoms of the whitewall tires.


“It looks . . . more like a dream than a car,” said Archer quietly.


Lester said, “It ain’t no dream, buddy. This baby weighs three thousand pounds, has a twelve-cylinder all-aluminum, four-point-five-liter engine, triple overhead cam, three downdraft Solex carburetors, and a four-speed transmission, with a top speed of around a hundred and fifteen miles an hour.”


“Holy hell,” said Callahan. “Just the car you want if you’re robbing a bank.”


This comment made Howells and Archer exchange a startled look.


“Figoni and Falaschi?” said Archer.


Lester replied, “Figoni and Falaschi were the designers of the car. Delahaye was an engineer and he didn’t have an in-house body shop. He built the mechanics of the car and left the body design to coachbuilders, like Figoni and Falaschi. They make really pretty cars. They’re I-talians.”
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Name: Aloysius Archer. No middle name.

Age: Late twenties, but looks - and especially
feels - older due to the effects of war, the
sun and prison.

Place of Birth: Somewhere in America, a small
sldice ok aibig cikyl

Marital Status: Never married, no children.

Physical Characteristics: Exactly six feet one
and a quarter in socks. Slender but muscular,
toned from years in the prison gym, with legs
like thickened vines on a mature tree. He
wears his hair long and has vowed for it to
never be cut again. He’s handsome, but not
too handsome, his skin baked brown by the sun
and further aged from time behind bars. He is
scarred on his back and leg from the War.

Service History: Three years in General Mark
Clark’s Fifth Army as a scout in World War
II. He was in the Second Corps, Thirty-
Fourth Infantry Division, fighting in the
Mediterranean Theater: Salerno, Bologna,
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Genoa, Milan, the Barbara, Volturno and
Gustav Lines, Anzio Beach. He served with
distinction, was injured in action and is
highly decorated.

Notable Abilities: His military experience
has honed his instincts and ability to think
quickly on his feet. His time as a scout

- his eyes always peeled for Italians and
then Germans, having only a split-second to
react or face death - has made him extremely
observant. He’s experienced with hand-to-hand
combat and a range of weapons, and is strong.
He is also charismatic, especially with women.

Parole Status: Assigned to Poca City. Parole
officer: Ernestine Crabtree.

Favourite Motion Picture: The Big Sleep
(Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall)

Favourite Vinyl: Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy (The-
Andrews Sisters)

Dislikes: Injustice

Likes: Detective novels






