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She was the
 first lady of the strip …



The sensuous strains of “Lady of the Evening” floated through the smoke-filled air of the Vegas nightspot, and the tall, voluptuous redhead proved to everyone that she really lived up to her publicity.

She built up a rhythm that started the upper part of her body flowing and swaying in the loose bodice of her gown. Strutting across the floor, drawing out pin after pin, her clothes hung open to the waist, her white flesh darting in and out of her dress.

The music picked up in tempo. She dropped her covering — squirming, undulating from shoulders to ankles. The room became charged with the electricity of her performance.

Standing there, naked as the day she was born, there wasn’t a thing the lush redhead could hide. Except, perhaps, the name of the guy who paid her boy friend to gun down Larry Jansen. And right now, surprisingly enough, that was the only thing about her that interested Johnny Liddell.
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chapter

1

Larry Jensen listened for a moment outside the door marked 2C, heard no indication of the apartment being inhabited. He transferred a snub-nosed .38 from his shoulder holster to his right-hand pocket. The cold, efficient feel of the gun-butt was reassuring against his palm. He reached up, rapped his knuckles against the door panel.

After a moment, the door was opened a narrow slit. Jensen had an impression of blondness, a tantalizing scent. “Yes?” The voice was low, throaty.

“I’m Larry Jensen.”

There was a slight pause. “How do. I know?”

Keeping his right hand on the gun, Jensen fumbled for his wallet with his left. He flipped it open, held his press card to the crack for the girl to read. Apparently satisfied, she unhooked the chain, swung the door open.

The moment he saw her, it was obvious the voice belonged. She was tall. Her corn-colored hair was piled on top of her head, and a blue hostess gown was doing an indifferent job of containing her full-blown figure. Her lips were full, moist, soft; her eyes green and slightly slanted. She was no kid, wouldn’t see thirty again, he estimated.

“You’re alone, Jensen?” The slanted eyes looked past the reporter in both directions up and down the hall.

He nodded, pushed past her into the apartment. She closed the door after him, leaned against it.

Jensen pulled the snub-nosed .38 from his pocket. “I hope you don’t mind if I satisfy myself that you’re alone, too?”

He headed for the two closed doors that opened on the room. One was a bedroom with a lavatory in the rear. The other was a kitchen. Both were empty.

“Satisfied?”

The reporter shrugged, fitted the .38 back into its shoulder holster. “You understand.”

The blonde nodded. “I’m just as scared as you are.” She crossed to a small portable bar against the far wall, dumped some ice into two glasses. “Scotch okay?” She looked up.

“Fine.” Jensen brought a wadded handkerchief from his pocket, swabbed at the perspiration that beaded his forehead. “Just to keep the record straight. How do I know you’re Margot Stanton?”

The girl waved to a pocketbook on the small table near the couch. “Help yourself. My driver’s license, my credit cards. They’re all there.”

Jensen picked up the bag, checked through the papers in it. “Okay. Sorry if I sound like an old woman. That’s the only way to break ninety the way I work.”

The girl brought him a glass. Its cold wetness felt good against the dryness of his palm. He tasted the liquor, approved. “How did you know I was working up a series on Madden, Miss Stanton?”

The girl dropped onto the couch. “You haven’t been exactly discreet. You’ve been asking a lot of questions, trying to find a certain girl. A girl who was close to a man who was killed — ”

“Was murdered,” Jensen corrected.

The girl shrugged. “You call it one thing, I call it another.  Anyway,  when  Madden heard about you snooping around, he sounded scared. Jensen, I don’t know whether that kid was murdered or had an accident. All I know is I want out. I took a chance on calling you.” She turned the full power of the slanted eyes on him. “If I go along with you, deliver Madden to you, you’ve got to protect me.”

“Give me something I can get my teeth into and I’ll fix it so Madden won’t be able to bother you until we’re all too old for it to make any difference.” He took another swallow from his glass, set it down on the coffee table, pulled a dog-eared leather notebook from his pocket. “Let’s get started on some names, dates and people.”

Margot Stanton looked worried. “I hope I’m not making a mistake. Talking to you like this.”

“You’d be making a mistake not to. Madden and his boys can’t keep Maria Jorges under cover forever. Sooner or later, I’ll find her. Then it will be too late for you to keep your skirts clean. You’ll have to take your chances.”

“But if you’re right, and Madden killed once, what makes you think you won’t be next?”

Jensen grinned at her. “Think he’s crazy? He knows you can’t kill a reporter.”

The blonde expanded her chest with a deep breath. “Know something funny? I’m glad I called you. Now that you’re here, I’m not scared any more.” She put her hand on his arm. “I have a feeling you can stand up to Madden. It takes a big man to do that.” She squeezed his arm gently. “A big man.”

Jensen let his eyes drop from her corn-colored hair to the slanted eyes, to the full lips, then to the half-concealed breasts. “You know, digging this stuff and nailing guys like Madden, that’s my job. It isn’t very often a guy gets to mix business with pleasure.” He reached over, caught her and pulled her toward him. She offered no resistance when he crushed his mouth against hers.

After a moment, she wiggled free, rubbed her breast. “That gun of yours could stab a girl.”

Jensen tugged the .38 out of its holster, stared at it for a moment. “I’ve been wearing it so long, I feel undressed without it.” He laid it on the coffee table in front of the couch within easy arm’s reach. “Now, about Madden — ”

The blonde swung her feet up on the couch, laid her head in his lap. “Fire away with your questions. Not that there’s any hurry. We’ve got all night.” She grinned up at him, caught his tie, pulled his face down to hers.

As he felt her lips moving against his mouth, Jensen slid his arm around her, lifted her closer. The girl moved fast. Her foot lashed out, knocked over the coffee table, sent his gun skidding across the floor. She caught his tie with both her hands, tightened the knot against his throat.

Jensen struggled, but the girl made it impossible for him to reach her hands, pull them from his tie. He began to choke.

“Joey!” the blonde yelled.

The door to the apartment crashed open, a man rushed in. He carried a gun equipped with a silencer. Quickly, he closed the door behind him, crossed to the couch. He pulled the girl off, watched while the reporter frantically clawed at the tie that was cutting off his breath.

Finally Jensen had it loose, leaned back, gasping air into his lungs. His face was purplish, his eyes bloodshot. He massaged his neck with the tips of his fingers while his eyes hopscotched from the gun in Joey’s hand to his own gun halfway across the room.

“Nice going, Margot,” he grunted. ‘Only what’s it prove?”

The blonde shrugged, brushed the wrinkles out of her gown. “It proves that if you were as smart as you think you are, you would have laid off. You didn’t. So we’re going to fix it that you do.”

“Don’t worry. The series will run.”

“Not unless you operate a ouija board. You just ran out of gas, mister. This is the end of the line.”

“Even if you were crazy enough to kill me, do you think that would stop the series? My paper will take it from here and — ”

The girl smiled sweetly. “We took the trouble to check you out, Jensen. You’re a loner. You don’t like to share credit so you keep everything you’ve got to yourself.” She tapped her head. “You keep most of it up here. And that’s too bad for you, reporter. Because when Joey hits you,” she tapped her head again, “all the dope you’ve got up here runs out the hole in your head.”

Jensen made a sudden lunge from the couch. The gun in Joey’s hand plopped softly. The slug hit Jensen in the chest, slammed him back against the cushions. The gun plopped twice more, the man on the couch folded his hands across his midsection, doubled over and hit the floor, face first.

The blonde stared down at the dead man. “Shows how wrong you can be, huh, Joey? Man says you can’t kill a reporter. Wonder what he’s figuring on doing, getting up and going home with that belly full of lead?”

The city room of the Dispatch was almost deserted by three in the morning. A handful of shirt-sleeved men sat pecking away at typewriters of varying ages and vintages. A few had soggy cardboard containers of coffee perched on the corners of their desks. Others sat, chairs tilted back, forgotten cigarettes burning down to strips of gray ash, adding service stripes to the peeling varnish of the desk tops.

Bernie Gold held down the desk on the lobster shift. He sat there now, muffling a yawn as he leafed through the pages of a competitive tab, seeking out items that could be used as follows by the morning shift.

The telephone at his elbow started to peal. He reached out without looking up, snagged it, carried it to his ear.

“Desk!”

“Bernie? Eddie Simms.” There was a humming on the wire.

“I can’t hear you, Eddie.”

“It’s a bad connection. But I haven’t got time to call back.” There was a brief pause. “Bernie, I’m at Pier 26, East River. We rolled on a squeal there was a body parked in a car at the end of the pier.”

“So?”

“I got a good look at the body. It’s Larry Jensen.”

The receiver almost slipped from Bernie Gold’s fingers. He tightened his grasp, discovered his fingers were suddenly wet. This is crazy, he told himself. Death didn’t affect him like that. He’d been a reporter too long. He’d seen death close up too often to be affected by a phone call. Maybe it was because it had never hit this close before.

“You’re sure it’s Jensen?” he asked

“Positive, Bernie.” The voice lowered, the humming became more pronounced. “I haven’t said anything to the cops yet. Should I?”

“No brass on deck?”

“Just the uniformed cops and a couple of plainclothesmen. They’ve already notified Homicide West.”

The editor nodded. “Stay with it. I’ll notify the boss. Let him take it from there.”

“Will do.” There was a relieved note in the voice on the other end of the phone.

The weariness and boredom had drained from Bernie Gold’s face. He depressed the crossbar of the phone, tapped it several times. The flat voice of the operator came through. “Yes, Mr. Gold?”

“Locate Jim Kiely. Try his home, or Muggsy’s. Any place he might be. I’ve got to reach him right away.” His eyes rolled up to the clock on the wall, and he checked it against his wristwatch. Then he pulled a sheet of copy paper in front of him, and started listing assignments for members of the staff in case it turned out that Eddie Sims was right, and the Dispatch would be forced to prove it could bury its own dead.

He finished with the assignment list, waved down a copy boy who was sauntering to the copy control desk with some Hold Matter. “You, boy! Hit the Annex and any other bars around that are still open. Round up anybody you recognize.” The boy dropped the galleys on the nearest desk, scurried for the door.

The telephone on Gold’s desk started pealing again. He cut it off with a scoop. “Desk.”

Jim Kiely’s voice was irritable. “What’s up, Bernie?”

“Got a call from Eddie Sims, one of our district men. Says they found Larry Jensen’s body in a parked car on Pier 26.”

There was the sound of a sharply drawn breath across the wire.

“Any special instructions?” Gold wanted to know.

“Play it by ear until we get more to go on.” There was a brief pause. “Locate Liddell. Have him meet me on Pier 26. I’ll be in touch.” The connection was broken at Kiely’s end.

Bernie Gold depressed the crossbar on the telephone.

“This is Gold. Locate Johnny Liddell for me. Try his home number and his answering service. But get him!”

Johnny Liddell was seated at the end of the bar in Mae’s Bottle Club on West 58th Street at 3:30 that morning. He was perched on a tall stool, watching the bartender making a production of building a drink halfway down the bar. He hadn’t made up his mind yet whether or not to accept the open invitation in the eyes of the redhead in the décolleté when the phone rang.

He watched idly while the bartender scooped the phone from the back bar, held it to his ear. His eyes ran along the people at the bar, stopped at Liddell. He covered the mouthpiece.

“Your service, Johnny. Want to take it?”

Liddell nodded, reached out for the phone. He looked down the bar toward the redhead as he held it to his ear, grinned. She smiled back, picked up her drink, started down the bar to where he sat.

“Yeah, Lee?”

“You told me not to bother you unless it was important, Johnny. You have a call from Jim Kiely of the Dispatch.”

Liddell watched with interest the dip in the décolletage as the redhead squirmed up onto the stool at his side. “What’s he want?”

“He wants you to meet him on Pier 26, East River. A reporter of his named Larry Jensen has been murdered. He wants you to get there as soon as you can.”

“Okay,” Liddell sighed. He handed the phone back to the bartender, stared into the slanted green eyes of the girl next to him. He sighed again at what he read there. He patted her knee. “Don’t go away. I’ll be right back.”

The redhead started to say something, her mouth hung open as she watched him hop off his stool, head for the small vestibule at the entrance. She looked from his retreating back to the bartender and back. Then she expressed a highly censurable opinion.

At ten minutes to four, Liddell’s cab rocketed along South Street, skidded into a screeching turn onto Pier 26. At the far end of the pier he could see a cluster of cars and people milling around. He reached forward, tapped the cabby on the shoulder. “Wait for me,” he directed. He recognized Jim Kiely’s big sedan parked off to the side, empty. He headed for the cars and people on the end of the pier.
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A 1948 Pontiac stood at the end of Pier 26, facing across the East River to the light-dotted working area of the Brooklyn waterfront. Above, the spidery steel skeleton of the Manhattan Bridge was dotted with pinpoints of light as cars flitted back and forth on its outer drive.

Two police cars, their motors running, their radios chattering monotonously into the stillness, were pulled up so their headlights converged on the parked car, and speared it in two yellow streams of light. Off to the left, an ambulance had been drawn up, its wheeled stretcher standing by its side, its two white-jacketed attendants gossiping idly.

A group of men stood alongside the car, staring into its back seat. Johnny Liddell walked up, was stopped by a uniformed officer.

“Nothing to see, Mac,” the cop told him. “Go home and get some sleep.”

Jim Kiely spotted him, walked over to the cop, and pushed him aside. “It’s okay. He’s expected.” He caught Johnny Liddell by the arm, propelled him into the group alongside the car.

“Thanks for coming out, Johnny.” Kiely’s mouth was a thin, bloodless line; the muscles along the sides of his jaw were clustered in little bunches. “Gold fill you in?”

“Told my service it was Larry Jensen,” Liddell said. “That right?”

“Right.” Kiely elbowed his way through the plainclothesmen, pushed Liddell into a position where he could look into the back seat.

Larry Jensen was sprawled across the seat, the front of his shirt stained darkly. His head was propped uncomfortably on the arm rest, his dead eyes stared morosely back at the men on the outside of the car peering in at him. His hat had been shoved on his head, his hair hung dankly under it and straggled across his forehead.

A tall heavy-set man, a gray, sheriff-type fedora set on his thick white hair, walked over to where Liddell stood peering into the car. “What’s your interest in this, Liddell?” Inspector Herlehy wanted to know.

“Liddell is here because the Dispatch wants him to find the man who killed Larry Jensen,” Kiely told him.

Herlehy’s eyes rolled from Liddell to the editor. “That so? I thought murder was police business.”

“Maybe it is, Inspector,” Kiely told him heatedly. “But when it’s a reporter from the Dispatch who gets murdered, that makes it the Dispatch’s business.” He turned back to Liddell. “How about it, Johnny?”

Liddell grinned at the inspector, shrugged. “Man’s got to live.” He bent down, stuck his head through the door, caught the hem of Jensen’s coat and peeled it back, exposing the gun in the shoulder holster. “His gun is still in its hammock.”

Kiely nodded grimly.

“He got this from the front. It doesn’t figure.” Liddell looked from Kiely to the glowering homicide inspector and back. “Larry was no kid. He didn’t carry that gun to make his clothes hang straight. He knew how to use it.” He looked back to the man in the back seat. “Maybe he didn’t have it on when he was hit?”

“Occurred to us, too, strange as it may seem,” Herlehy growled. “But he had it on all right. One of the slugs nicked the harness. Took a piece out of it.” He turned to a man in a dark, rumpled blue suit who was making notes in a worn leather notebook. “You ready for him, Doc?”

The man in the blue suit finished his notes, snapped the book shut. “We can take him any time you say, Inspector.”

Herlehy nodded, accepted a receipt from the m.e.’s man, initialed it. The small cluster outside the rear door started to disperse as the two ambulance attendants pushed the wheeled stretcher close to the door.

“What was Larry working on, Jim?” Liddell wanted to know.

Kiely managed to look worried. “I don’t know. You know how Larry operated. Real close-mouthed. We never knew what he had in mind until we got the finished series.”

The ambulance men were having difficulty getting the stiffening body from back seat onto the stretcher.

“How’s it look to you, Inspector?” Liddell wanted to know.

Herlehy turned from watching the ambulance men, scowled. “A lot of people in this town would be glad to see Jensen dead. It figured that if he kept stepping on people’s toes, someone would go after him.”

“That’s what makes this so puzzling. He knew that, too. That’s why he made sure of two things — never to sit with his back exposed and to keep his gun on him.”

“So?”

“So how do you figure a guy who’s expecting it doesn’t even go for his gun while somebody pumps a couple of slugs into his chest?” Liddell pushed his hat to the back of his head, watched the ambulance men cover the dead man with a blanket, then strap him to the stretcher. “No one could get that close to Larry Jensen without him knowing it.”

“Someone did,” Herlehy growled.

“And we want to know how,” Kiely put in.

“That’s our job,” Herlehy said. “Give us time. We’ll have some answers for you.”

“We haven’t got that much time, Inspector. That’s why we’re putting Liddell on this case. We want a man who can give it his full time, day and night. Who isn’t tied up working by the book and can get an answer when he asks a question.”

“Now, wait a minute, Kiely — ”

“I’m not waiting and neither is my paper, Inspector. If this was a mob job, even if your boys did manage to flush out the gun who did it, there’d be a fancy mouthpiece and a half a dozen fixes in before you even booked him.”

“You take the law into your own hands and we’ll come after you as big as we would for any other killer,” Herlehy told him grimly. “I’m telling you. Leave it in our hands, let us handle it our way — ”

“Your way takes too long.”

“Maybe. But our way, if we make a mistake, it’s not too late to do something about it.”

“That’s the difference between your way and ours. We don’t let some perjured witness or some mob mouthpiece convince us we’ve made a mistake. We make sure before we move, then we move fast,” Kiely retorted grimly. He turned his back on the inspector. “Come on, Johnny. Let’s get going. We’ve got a lot of work to do.”

Liddell nodded. “See you around, Inspector.”

“You bet you will,” Herlehy agreed. “You get out of line on this one and you’ll see me every time you turn around.”

Kiely snorted, caught Liddell by the arm, led him in the direction of his parked car.

Herlehy watched glumly as Liddell and the newspaperman walked out of the puddle of light spilled by the police cars’ headlights. Then he tugged the fedora from his head, raked his fingers through his thick white hair. “This has all the makings of a real hot one,” he complained to the plainclothesman who stood beside him.

The detective bobbed his head. “Liddell does have something there, though. It is funny about that gun of Jensen’s.”

Herlehy stared at him with distaste. “Real funny. Jensen probably died laughing.” He jammed the fedora back on his head, stalked back to the department limousine. The plainclothesman shrugged, tagged along.

Jim Kiely slumped on the front seat of his car, dug through his pockets fruitlessly for a pack of cigarettes, finally accepted one Liddell held out to him. He watched the headlights in Herlehy’s car sweep around in a U-turn, head off the pier. Shortly after, the ambulance, its red turret spinning, followed.

“I’m glad you’re willing to take it on for us, Johnny,” Kiely told him. “I appreciate it.”

“I’ll take it on, but only on one condition.” Liddell stuck his cigarette in his mouth, leaned forward to accept the light the newspaperman held for him.

Kiely’s face gleamed whitely in the weak light of the match. “The condition?”

“No interference. I play this my own way.”

“That’s something different?”

Liddell straightened up, blew a stream of smoke at the roof of the car. “I just wanted it understood that this case is no different from any other. Jensen might have been one of your boys, but — ”

“Forget it. Jensen was a creep, a prima donna.”

“But you want his killer?”

Kiely nodded. “Creep or no creep, prima donna or no prima donna, he was a newspaperman. If the rats in this town ever get the idea they can muscle or gun a newspaperman out of a story, no decent newspaperman will be safe walking down the street.”

“Okay. One more question. Were you leveling when you said you didn’t know what he was working on?”

Kiely nodded again. “Ever since he copped that prize for the series he did on the docks racket, he’s had pretty much of a free hand. I think he had the smell of a Pulitzer Prize up his nose on this one.”

“No idea at all?”

Kiely shook his head. “None at all. Just that it was something big and that he was starting to close in on it.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because he was getting cockier and more unbearable than usual. That was always a sign that he was getting ready to swagger into my office and drop a series on it.” Kiely smiled grimly. “He was a hard guy to take, but when he wrapped something up, it was wrapped up.”

“He must have had some notes or something,” Liddell said. “You had anybody check his desk or his apartment?”

Kiely reached to the dashboard, picked up the mouthpiece of a two-way set. “This is Kiely. Connect me with Bernie Gold on the desk.”

There was a brief pause. “Yeah, Jim?”

“You check Jensen’s desk, Bernie?”

“Went over it with a fine-tooth comb. Not a thing. We did come up with an extra set of keys for his car and his apartment, though.

“I’d like to have a look around before Herlehy’s men get there,” Liddell told Kiely.

“Where’d he live?” Kiely asked the desk.

“On Third Avenue. 865. Apartment 3C.”

“Put a boy in a cab with the apartment keys. Have him meet us outside the place. Get him started right now.”

“Will do,” the receiver chirped. “Over and out.”

There was a click, Kiely dropped the mouthpiece on its hook. He grinned at Liddell, turned the key in the ignition, stamped the motor into roaring life. “We should be able to beat Herlehy to it, and — ”

“Remember our deal?”

The grin faded on Kiely’s face. “What deal?”

“I handle this my way. I’ve got a cab waiting. I go alone. Just in case we don’t beat Herlehy’s boys there, I wouldn’t want this car of yours parked anywhere near the place. Besides, I get nervous with an audience.”

Kiely started to argue, relapsed into a sulky, hurt silence.
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865 Third Avenue was a four-story brick building that still showed signs of the grime that stained the neighborhood when it was the section known as “under the el.” Now that the Third Avenue elevated had been torn down and the street widened and modernized, the new lights served only to show up the grime more clearly.

The cab skidded to a stop outside an old-fashioned saloon with the words McQueen’s Bar stenciled in gold script on each of the two plate-glass windows. A green curtain that hung from a brass rod halfway up the window shielded the tables that lined the walls.

As Liddell stepped onto the sidewalk and pushed a bill through the window at the cabby, a figure stepped out of the shadows, walked over to him. “You Johnny Liddell?” He was tall, thin, pimply faced. His collar was open at the neck, the knot of his tie halfway down his shirt, his hat on the back of his head in his conception of how a reporter should look.

“Yeah. You from Bernie Gold?”

Pimple Face nodded, handed over a small key ring. “Anything I can do?”

Liddell thought about it. “Yeah. Get back to the Dispatch and tell Kiely I made it.”

The copy boy looked disappointed. He turned, headed up the block. Once he looked back, but when Liddell offered him no encouragement, he kept going.

The entrance to the apartments above was a narrow doorway to the left of McQueen’s Bar. Johnny Liddell walked over, tried the outside door. It opened into a small vestibule. Beyond there was a dimly lighted hallway and a flight of stairs. He pushed the door open, started up the stairs.

“Never on the first or second floor,” he grunted. “That would make it too simple.”

By the time he reached the third landing, he was breathing heavily. He stood at the top of the stairs, looked around. 3C was the rear apartment, facing out over what was probably the back yard. He crossed the hall, tried the knob. The door was locked. He was about to try the keys when he detected a faint sound of movement from behind the closed door.

Cautiously, he put his ear to the panel, listened. This time the sound of movement inside the apartment was unmistakable. Someone was moving around in 3C. For a moment, he thought it might be one of Herlehy’s men, but he voted against that because of the locked door, and the absence of any department cars in the immediate neighborhood.

He tugged his .45 from its holster, carefully fitted the key into the lock. The sound of the lock as it turned sounded as loud as a shot to him in the narrow hallway. He backed aside from the door, waited. After a moment, satisfied no one else had heard the click of the lock, he reached over, grasped the knob. It turned easily, noiselessly, in his hand. He pushed the door open, stepped in.

He had a fast glimpse of a thin man rooting through the drawers of a desk. The man looked up, Liddell had an impression of wide, staring eyes. Then the man scooped up a gun that lay on the corner of the desk, dived for the floor behind it.

There were two sharp cracks, accompanied by flashes of orange flame from behind the desk. Slugs, humming like angry bees, chewed bits out of the door jamb at his ear as Liddell dropped to the floor.

He raised his .45, fired at the lamp that provided the only illumination in the room, blasted it off the desk. Somewhere a woman started screaming shrilly. The only other sound was the soft scraping and heavy breathing of the man behind the desk. Aware that the open door silhouetted him against the light from the doorway, making him an excellent target, Liddell slid to the side, kicked the door shut. The movement brought another shot from behind the desk.

Liddell flattened himself against the floor, waited for his eyes to become accustomed to the darkness. He could still hear the cautious scraping of the other man’s feet against the wooden floor and tried to locate his position from the sound. Right now, with both in the dark, but with the other man knowing the layout better, Liddell was at a disadvantage. The other man could change his position, use his knowledge of the layout to avoid contact with any furniture or anything else that would give him away, and flank Liddell.

Johnny decided on a bold move. He slid his hand up the wall until he touched the switch for the overhead light. He took a deep breath, snapped it on.

Bright light flooded the room, revealed the thin man on his hands and knees, halfway between the desk and the window leading to a fire escape. The man came to his feet, whirled as the light snapped on, lifted the .38 in his hand to firing position. The muzzle looked bigger than the entrance to the Holland Tunnel. Instinctively, Liddell squeezed the trigger of his .45 twice.

The gun sounded like the roar of a cannon in the confined space of the small room. The heavy slugs hit the thin man, sent him staggering backward. He tried to lift his .38 into firing position, managed to squeeze the trigger convulsively. Slugs chewed pieces out of the flooring in front of Liddell, stung his face with splinters. The impact of his own shots sent the wounded man reeling farther backward. The hammer hit on empty cartridges, the gun got too heavy to lift. The thin man’s gun fell to his side, seemed to pull him down with it as his knees folded and he pitched forward on his face, didn’t move.

Liddell got to his feet, walked over to the fallen man. He kicked the empty gun out of reach, leaned over and turned the man onto his back. The thin man’s eyes were open, a trickle of red ran from the corner of his mouth. Liddell straightened up, stared morosely down at the dead man.

Suddenly there was a rending of wood, the door to the apartment sprang open. Liddell whirled, brought the muzzle of the .45 up. He dropped his hand to his side at the sight of the gun in the patrolman’s hand. Behind the first cop, his partner stood, riot gun at his hip.

“The artillery. Drop it,” the first cop ordered.

Liddell let the .45 drop to the floor.

“Kick it across the room.”

Liddell complied. “Look, I’m Johnny Liddell. I — ”

“I don’t care if you’re Wyatt Earp, mister. Nobody makes a shooting gallery out of this beat. Walk over to the wall, put the flat of your hands against it.”

Liddell considered the advisability of arguing, correctly interpreted the expression on the cop’s face. He shrugged, walked to the wall, put his palms against it.

The second patrolman walked past his partner, knelt alongside the thin man, satisfied himself he was dead.

“Lean against the wall, keep walking backward as far as you can go without falling on your face.” The cop in the doorway waited until Liddell was completely off balance, nodded to his partner. “See if he has any more iron, Al.”

While his partner walked over behind Liddell, slid his hand around him and patted him down, the cop in the doorway turned to the people crowding the stairwell. “You better get back to bed, folks. Nothing to see here. And there might be more shooting.” There was scurrying and in a moment, the stairwell was deserted.
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