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JUVENILE DELINQUENT

Manny Moon, the agile one-legged detective, is back on a case involving the son of his old friend Ed Brighton.

Young Joe Brighton had been found by the police standing over the dead body of Bart Meyers, president of the Purple Pelicans—a juvenile gang to which Joe belonged. The knife used to kill Bart belonged to Joe’s father, and the police believed they had an open-and-shut case.

But Manny didn’t think Joe was a killer and when he started investigating he uncovered some very dangerous information that exposed a gang of dope peddlers. Manny had to keep one step ahead of them to save his own life and clear Joe from the murder charge.
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I was having breakfast at my usual hour, noon, when Ed Brighton dropped by to see me. When I opened the door I was a little startled, not only because he hadn’t visited my flat for some years now, but because it’s always a little startling to be confronted unexpectedly by a man as big as Ed. He goes six feet six and weighs approximately two hundred and seventy-five pounds, most of it muscle except for a slightly rounded stomach.

When I had recovered from my surprise, I said, “Hi, Ed,” and held out my hand.

He shook it jerkily, at the same time giving me a rather uncertain smile, and I got another surprise. He was stone cold sober.

But he had the jitters so bad he was nearly shaking apart. Which wasn’t surprising. You can expect them if you suddenly sober up after keeping yourself at a certain alcoholic level for five straight years.

At forty Ed Brighton was still in pretty good physical shape in spite of his heavy drinking, largely because his job involved heavy labor and daily he sweated out a good deal of the whisky he’d consumed the night before. But his eyes were always a little puffy and he always smelled faintly of alcohol. At least before today. Today his eyes were perfectly clear and he smelled only of clean shaving lotion.

As I stepped aside to let him come in and he moved past me into my front room, I said, “I’m just having breakfast. Like a cup of coffee? Or maybe a coffee royal?”

He shook his head. “No whisky, thanks. Maybe some coffee, if you don’t have to make it extra.”

I led him out to the kitchen, poured him the last cup from the pot and sat down across from him to resume my meal of sausage and eggs.

“You off the stuff temporarily?” I asked curiously.

“Permanently,” he said.

I grinned at him. “Sure. I swear off permanently myself every time I get a hangover.”

“I’ve got a reason to stop.” He raised his coffee cup, spilling a little even though he held it with both hands.

“You thought you had a reason to start five years ago too,” I said around a mouthful of sausage.

When he remained silent, I said, “Maggie was a wonderful gal, and maybe losing her was an excuse to hit the bottle. But five years seems like a long time to need an anesthetic. I’ve never preached to you before, because I believe in letting people live their own lives. But trading everything you had for the bottle wasn’t very kind to young Joe.”

He took another sip of coffee and managed to get the cup back on the saucer with only a faint rattle. “Joe’s my reason for swearing off, Manny,” he said huskily. “If it isn’t too late. It took a sledge hammer over the head to make me see what I’ve done to him, but it’s a permanent cure. I’ll never take another drink as long as I live.”

“You finally woke up to what a slum environment was doing to him, eh? I could have told you that three years ago.”

“I wish to God you had.” Then he added moodily, “Not that I’d have listened. I was too busy feeling sorry for myself to see what bringing a kid up in a neighborhood that breeds nothing but criminals would do to him.”

I took a bite of egg. “Now he isn’t that bad, Ed. Joe’s a little too big for his pants, but he’s a long way from a criminal.”

“That’s what you think,” he said with a mixture of savageness and despair. “He’s in jail right now on a murder charge.”

I laid down my fork and blinked at him. “Young Joe?” I asked incredulously.

“Young Joe,” he affirmed. “Or, more accurately, Knuckles Brighton, as he’s known by his fellow members of the Purple Pelicans.”

“The Purple Pelicans? What in the devil’s that?”

“A so-called club,” Ed said wearily. “Bunch of teenagers. They all wear purple jackets and hats with purple bands. It’s supposed to be just a social group, but in reality it’s a juvenile gang. I think they must pull petty crimes like stealing hub caps and so on, because they seem to have a lot of spending money. I never stopped to wonder where Joe got his until this happened. I was too busy trying to make the distillers work overtime. But now I realize he’s had a devil of a lot more to spend for the last couple of years than I ever gave him.”

“A teenage gang, eh?” I said thoughtfully. “One of those bunches that carry switch blades and zip guns?”

Ed nodded. “When they arrested Joe, they found a switch knife on him, and both a knife and a zip gun on the dead kid.”

“What happened?” I asked. “The Purple Pelicans have a rumble with some other gang, and Joe accidentally killed somebody?”

Ed shook his head. “Worse. On something like that, they’d probably only stick him with manslaughter. He’s clipped for premeditated murder, for knifing the leader of his own gang. The cops think it was a fight over leadership. They caught me when I was drunk last night, and before I knew what had happened, and got out of me that Joe was vice president of the damned club. I also kindly identified the murder weapon for them before I learned it had been found sticking in young Bart Meyer’s chest.”

He brooded a minute, then added almost as an afterthought, “Joe says he didn’t kill the kid.”

Ed explained that the knifing had taken place in the basement club room of the Purple Pelicans, and Joe had been caught practically red-handed. The police had raided the place on an anonymous tip that a marijuana party was in progress, and found nobody on the premises but Joe and the dead boy. Joe insisted he had walked in only a few moments previously for a prearranged meeting with the juvenile gang leader, and found him dead when he arrived.

But the murder weapon, still sticking in the boy’s chest, was a hunting knife which had belonged to Ed Brighton for years. Ed hadn’t had occasion to use it for years, and as a matter of fact had even forgotten he owned it, but he recognized it immediately because a small cross was burned into the plastic haft. It had been so long since he’d thought about the knife, he couldn’t even tell the police where it had been kept, but he assumed it must have been in a small trunk at the rear of his closet, which he used as a storage place for similar little-used items. The police assumed Joe had found it while rummaging through the trunk and had been carrying it around stuck in his belt with the jacket buttoned over it, as the knife didn’t possess a sheath.

“What’s Joe say?” I asked.

“That he never saw the knife before. He asked the cops with some logic why he’d carry a hunting knife when he already had a switch knife, but they just brushed that off.”

“When’d all this happen?”

“Last night about ten. I was drunk, as usual, so I didn’t really get into action until this morning, when I went down to headquarters to talk to both Joe and the cops. What I came to see you about, Manny, is … well, I don’t know the ropes about stuff like this. I thought maybe you could talk to the boy, arrange for a lawyer and so on. And if you think Joe’s innocent after talking to him, poke around and see if you can uncover anything to clear him.”

“Sure, Ed. Be glad to.”

“About your fee,” he said hesitantly. “I’m not very well fixed right now, but I make pretty good wages down on the dock when I work, and when I’ve been off the liquor awhile …”

He let it die off when he saw my face redden.

“Well, you do this kind of work for a living,” he said defensively.

“Just mention it again and I’ll flatten out your pointed head for you,” I informed him.

“That’ll be the day,” he said in automatic retaliation, but I could see the relief in his eyes.

I’d known Ed Brighton for fourteen years, ever since I walked out of St. Vincent’s Orphan Asylum to conquer the world armed with nothing but a high-school diploma and the blessing of tough old Father Eugene. Ed, then twenty-six, was foreman of the dock-walloper gang I worked for down on the riverfront, and also a part-time fight trainer.

It was Ed who stepped into the argument the day big Iggy Swartz, foreman of a rival stevedore crew, decided his thirty-pound weight advantage wasn’t enough to whip me and increased his odds by bringing a brass knuckle duster into the fight. I was only twenty at the time, and didn’t know there was a more scientific way to fight than standing toe-to-toe and slugging it out. Iggy’s knuckle duster left me with a slight permanent bend to my nose and one eyelid which ever since has drooped a fraction of an inch lower than the other, but in the end his tactics caused him more damage than they caused me.

Ed Brighton took him by the back of the neck and the seat of the pants, raised all two hundred and ten pounds of him overhead and slammed him face first into the side of a brick building. It was six months before Iggy got out of the hospital, and he never fully recovered his looks.

If that gives you the impression Ed Brighton had a mean disposition, you couldn’t be more wrong. He was one of the easiest-going men I ever knew. But the riverfront is a tough environment, and even dock workers with sunny dispositions are likely to get into occasional scraps. Ed didn’t often, because even the ruggedest of the other foremen were leary of tangling with him. Possibly this had something to do with the fact that at twenty-six he weighed only twenty pounds less than he did at forty, and not an ounce of it was fat.

Ed never fought pro himself, because he was too slow for the ring, but he was an excellent trainer. It was he who introduced me to the fight game and acted as my trainer for my three pro fights. When that career blew up in my face because the boxing commission discovered the manager I’d picked was crooked before either Ed or I discovered it, and I went to work as a private cop, the two of us still remained friends. Once or twice a month I was invited over to his house for dinner. I got to know and like his wife Maggie and his young son Joe as well as I liked Ed. I always thought of him as sitting on top of the world. He was beginning to gain sufficient reputation as a fight trainer to be able to drop his dock work and go into it full time, he was saving money with the intention of buying a small farm and converting it into his own training camp, and he was nuts about his family.

Too nuts, I guess. When Maggie was killed in an auto accident five years before, Ed just went to pieces.

I won’t detail the steps of deterioration he went through, but it took Ed Brighton exactly one year to drink up his savings, lose the option he’d bought on the farm, and slide from a fight trainer with a growing reputation back to a dock day laborer. And not even a foreman.

The neat little cottage out in the West End went too, of course. The past four years Ed and Joe had lived in a two-room cold-water flat in the heart of the slum area. Ed worked fairly steadily and he made good wages when he worked, but he couldn’t control his expensive habit of drinking. And there was never enough left over from his bar bills to keep Joe and him in very fine style.

I like to think I’m not just a fair-weather friend, but inevitably we drifted farther and farther apart. I still dropped by to see the two of them whenever I happened to be down near the riverfront, but we had less and less in common as time went on. I didn’t care much for Ed’s new barroom pals, mostly dock laborers like himself, whose sole conception of recreation seemed to be to stand at a bar slugging it down until they were stupid drunk, then stagger home, throw up and go to bed. At eighteen a similar group had been my social companions too, but in fourteen years I’d outgrown that kind of social life.

If that makes me a snob, I’m a snob.

I also didn’t care for what I could see happening to young Joe. He’d been twelve when Maggie was killed, but at seventeen he was a far cry from the clean, healthy-minded youngster who used to call me Uncle Manny. It wasn’t just the fact that he’d grown tall and skinny and horse-faced. Kids with a tendency to grow too fast inevitably pass through an ugly stage, and Joe had inherited his father’s bigness. At seventeen he was already six feet four and still growing. He hadn’t even started to fill out. One day he’d be as big and powerful as his father, but now he was just a skinny, gangling colt.

What I didn’t like was the change in his personality. He’d become what too many kids become in a slum environment : a smart young punk with a façade of toughness. He’d quit school at sixteen at the end of his junior year, but so far as I knew spent all his time hanging around pool halls and had never even looked for a job.

I’m not a reformer, and I never once, prior to Ed’s visit to my apartment, suggested to Ed that he snap himself out of it or tried to give Joe any advice. I still regarded Ed as a close friend, but we no longer had much contact. Ed never visited me, so the only place we could get together was in his own social environment.

And I didn’t feel impelled to take up heavy drinking just to prove he was still my friend.

Now I told him I’d drop down the Police Headquarters that afternoon to see what I could find out, and let him know what I learned either that night or the next day.
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THE relationship between me and Inspector Warren Day is a little hard to define. I suppose you could call it a competitive friendship. There’s little either of us wouldn’t do for the other, but a casual observer who didn’t understand our peculiar relationship would probably think we hate each other’s guts.

In the eight years I’ve known the chief of Homicide, I doubt that we’ve spoken a dozen courteous words to each other. But beneath the surface wrangling is a solid liking based on mutual respect, which neither of us would admit under oath.

When I walked into my irascible friend’s office shortly after one p.m., he raised his skinny bald head to peer at me over his glasses, looked pained and automatically moved his cigar humidor out of reaching distance.

I said, “I brought my own today, Inspector,” took a seat, produced a couple of cigars and offered him one.

He accepted it dubiously, sniffed it before sticking it in his mouth, then shook his head when I offered a light, preferring to chew. I don’t know why Day is so particular about cigar brands, since he rarely lights any of the half dozen a day he consumes, usually just chewing them down until they disappear.

As I lit my own cigar, he said, “If this is a bribe, Moon, it’ll take more than a cigar to fix any murder raps.”

“I didn’t happen to kill anybody this week,” I told him. “I’m just after information. Understand you’ve got a kid named Joe Brighton down here on some trumped-up charge.”

The inspector’s eyebrows raised. “Trumped up? The young punk’s a killer.”

“Mind telling me what you’ve got on him?”

“Mind telling me why you want to know?”

“His father’s an old friend,” I said. “And I’ve known the kid since he was three. I’m sort of a foster uncle to him. His dad asked me to look into it and do what I could for the boy.”

“Oh.” The inspector was silent for a few moments while he adjusted his mental attitude. He’d been prepared to resist any request I made just to keep in practice, but my personal interest changed things.

Finally he said, “You can’t do anything for him, Moon. His old man should have done something for him years ago. With a razor strop. It’s a little late to start now. Sorry the kid means something to you, because he’s as tough a nut as I’ve seen in a long time. He’s a cinch for life at least.”

“How about giving me the details,” I suggested.

Usually I have to dig out bit by bit any information I get from Warren Day, even when it’s something he intends to release to the newspapers as soon as I leave. This isn’t because he likes me any less than newsmen, but solely because he seems to derive some kind of fiendish satisfaction from making me work. But today he recognized I wasn’t much in the mood for games and gave it to me straight.

“The switchboard got an anonymous call from some female about a quarter of ten last night,” he said. “Claimed she was the girl friend of one of the Purple Pelicans, which probably makes her a teenager. The switchboard operator says she sounded young. She also sounded mad, as though she was getting even with her boy friend for something. She reported the gang was holding a reefer party in their basement club room. The place is at 620 Vernon, just south of Sixth. Fifteen minutes later the narcotics boys raided the joint and nabbed young Brighton just as he was running up the steps. When they shook him down, they found a switch-blade knife over the minimum legal length in his pocket. Then they went on down to the club room and found the dead boy. Another seventeen-year-old named Bart Meyers. He was still warm and the cops figured he hadn’t been dead more than a few minutes when they walked in. There was no sign of a struggle and no evidence that anyone at all aside from the dead kid and Joe Brighton had been in the place that evening. The theory is that young Brighton stuck the knife in him unexpectedly before the Meyers kid could start to defend himself, because the dead boy had both a clasp knife and a zip gun in his pockets.”

“What’s Joe say?” I asked.

The inspector shrugged. “That he didn’t kill the kid. Nothing more. Wouldn’t give a reason for being at the club room, except that he was supposed to meet Bart Meyers there. Wouldn’t say for what purpose. For that matter, he wouldn’t even admit belonging to the Purple Pelicans, though the police know all about the gang and Joe was wearing the uniform. That’s a purple jacket and purple hat band. Besides, his father let it out and gave us the added information that Joe was vice president. He killed the kid all right. We traced the knife to his old man, who admitted he hadn’t seen it around for some time.”

“That doesn’t necessarily mean Joe swiped it,” I commented.

Day snorted. “He’s the only person aside from his dad living in their flat. And his dad didn’t kill Meyers because a dozen witnesses testified he was leaning against the bar in a tavern near his place from the time he got off work at five until we located him there at eleven.”

“Any fingerprints on the knife?” I asked.

“It had been wiped clean. By young Brighton, we think.”

I puffed my cigar silently for a time. Finally I asked, “The police find any evidence of the reefer party?”

“Not exactly. They found a few home-made reefers in the dead boy’s pocket. Also a heroin kit hidden behind a picture in a hole made by removing a brick from the basement wall. The whole works: syringe, needles, spoon and alcohol lamp, all in a little tin box. But no dope.”

The heroin kit depressed me. Youngsters Joe Brighton’s age fooling with dynamite for kicks. Flirting with a habit which ninety-nine times out of a hundred eventually leads users to one of three places: a penitentiary, a mental hospital or a morgue.

“Joe have any needle marks on him?” I asked.

Warren Day shook his head. “Or the dead boy either. But some of the club members must ride the stuff, or they wouldn’t keep a rig right in the club room.”

I said, “Did it occur to you this anonymous call may have been timed deliberately so the police would catch Joe on the scene?”

“It occurred to us,” he admitted.

“Yet presumably it came about the time of the murder.”

“We’re aware of it, Moon. We’re not exactly dunces down here.”

“Doesn’t that smell faintly like a possible frame?” I suggested.

“Not necessarily. Maybe the girl knew the two boys planned to meet at the club room and have it out, and wanted the police to break it up because she was afraid whichever one was her boy friend would get hurt.”

“Have what out?”

“Didn’t I mention the motive we figure?” he asked. “This Bart Meyers was president of the club and Joe was vice president. We think Joe was pushing for president, which is the polite title these juvenile gangs give their leaders.”

I snorted. “You think a seventeen-year-old kid would kill somebody just to become president of a club?”

“It isn’t a club,” Day said. “They just call it a club. It’s an organized gang modeled after adult criminal gangs. Adult gang leaders get bumped off by ambitious underlings all the time. Why shouldn’t a juvenile gang leader get bumped occasionally?”

“Is this just a wild guess, or do you have some evidence of conflict between the two boys?”

“No actual evidence, but it’s a little more than a wild guess. Call it an informed guess. We rounded up most of the Purple Pelicans last night and grilled them. About fifteen altogether. But we couldn’t even get them to admit they’d ever heard of the gang, let alone that they belonged to it. We’ve had enough experience with these teenage gangs to know how they operate, though. They don’t elect officers; the toughest kid in the gang is president, the second toughest vice president, and so on down the line. The president is expected to be able to whip everybody else in the gang. Any time another member thinks he’s a better man, he can challenge the president. Then they have a fight, and if the challenger wins, he’s the new president. We think young Brighton challenged the Meyers kid and they met by prearrangement to have it out.”

I said, “You couldn’t even get that theory before a jury without substantiation.”

Day shrugged. “We’ve got the knife as evidence, plus virtually catching the kid in the act. We don’t need a motive.”

I said, “The murder weapon strikes me as a little peculiar too. Why would the kid carry a hunting knife when he already had a switch blade?”

“You should see how some of the other Purple Pelicans were armed when we rounded them up,” Day said sourly. “Half a dozen carried both sheath knives and pocket knives.”

“But I understand this hunting knife didn’t have a sheath. Kind of awkward to carry a thing like that just stuck under your belt.”

“Maybe he only carried it when he expected trouble,” the inspector said. “Look, Moon, we thought of all these objections you’re making. We’ve had nearly as much experience in evaluating evidence as most private eyes. Believe me, the kid is guilty.”

“All right,” I said wearily. “Mind if I talk to him?”

“I mind, but I don’t see what harm you can do,” Day growled.

Picking up his phone, he spoke into it and a moment later his chief assistant, Lieutenant Hannegan, stuck his head in the door. The lieutenant didn’t say anything, because he rarely does, merely raising his eyebrows inquiringly.

“Moon wants to see young Brighton,” Day said curtly. “Give him ten minutes.”

Hannegan just nodded.





3

JOE BRIGHTON was stretched out on the dropdown canvas bunk of his single cell, but he couldn’t have been very comfortable. The detention cell bunks are only six feet long, so four inches of him hung over.

When Hannegan unlocked the door, Joe pushed himself to a seated position, swung his oversized feet to the floor and self-consciously smoothed back his theatrically long hair. Hannegan locked the door behind me and moved away down the hall.

Joe had outgrown the habit of calling me Uncle Manny, but after knowing me most of his life, apparently he couldn’t quite bring himself to call me Mr. Moon. At the same time he seemed to feel I was too adult for the logical compromise of plain Manny, with the result that he hadn’t called me anything for more than a year.

Now he simply said, “Hi.”

“How are you, Joe? Your dad asked me to look in and steer you through this. Arrange for a lawyer and so on.”

“Yeah?” he asked.

He didn’t smile, but his attitude wasn’t particularly unfriendly either. His long, big-featured face was merely warily morose. He rested gangling arms on his bony knees and let his hands dangle downward limply. They were big hands, knobby and powerful. I could see how his gang might nickname him Knuckles.

“What’s the pitch?” I asked. “You actually knife this kid?”

He looked disdainful. “The blueshirts are way out in left field. Why would I use a knife on Bart Meyers? I could whip him with one hand.”

“Who did knife him then?”

Joe merely shrugged.

“Better tell me the whole story,” I suggested.

While he considered me estimatingly, I said a little sharply, “Stop looking at me like I was a cop. I’m here to help you, and I’m only allowed ten minutes. You want to take this rap sitting down, or you want to give me something to work on so I’ll have at least an outside chance to prove your innocence? If you are innocent.”

“I’m not looking at you like you’re a cop,” he said defensively.

“You’re sure as the devil not looking at me like I’m your foster uncle. You want my help, or don’t you?”

“What can you do?” he asked. “The blueshirts have got this rigged.”

“The police don’t rig murders,” I said. “If it was rigged, the real killer rigged it. Probably one of your Purple Pelicans.”

“Them? Naw. Nobody in the club would do a thing like that.”

“How many in your club?”

When he gave me that estimating look again, I said in an exasperated tone, “For cripes sake, kid, you’re on your way to at least a life sentence, and maybe the gas chamber, for a crime you claim you didn’t commit. You don’t owe any fake loyalty to anybody. Anyway, I’m not a cop and I’m not going to blab your club secrets to anybody. My sole interest is to do what I can for you because your father’s a friend of mine. Now open up. How many members in the Purple Pelicans?”

He brushed his hand over his hair again, hesitated a moment, then said reluctantly, “Around sixty.”

The figure surprised me. Warren Day had said the police had managed to round up fifteen members for questioning, and had implied that was most of the gang. Apparently the police had underestimated its size considerably.

“Sixty,” I said. “All of them such staunch friends they wouldn’t dream of framing you?”

Joe reddened a little. “We don’t pull stunts like that on each other,” he muttered.

“Then what’s your theory?”

“The Gravediggers, probably. A club down the other side of Lucas. The boys will take care of it.”

“You mean go down and knock off their president in revenge? And frame the Gravediggers’ vice president? That’ll be cozy. The two of you can hold hands in the gas chamber.”

He popped his knuckles nervously. “Well, cripes, what can I do, Uncle Manny?”

His calling me Uncle Manny for the first time in over a year told me what his real mental state was beneath his surface indifference. Warren Day had classified him as one of the toughest nuts he had seen in a long time, and probably the kid’s sullen attitude and refusal to talk had justifiably given the police that impression. But beneath his veneer of toughness I could see he was just a scared youngster, eager for adult help out of his jam, but ashamed to show he wasn’t self-sufficient.

In a little softer voice I said, “Just spill everything you know or suspect, Joe. Start with how you happened to be alone with Meyers at the club room last night.”

“That’ll only make it sound worse,” he said miserably.

“Spill anyway.”

He looked at me a long time before responding. Then he shrugged hopelessly. “I gave Bart a challenge. A lot of the guys thought I should be president. It’s been building up all year. We were supposed to meet at the club room at ten o’clock and go somewhere to have it out. That’s why none of the other guys was around. They knew it was coming off and stayed clear. But when I got there Bart was dead.”

“You say you were going somewhere to have it out? You weren’t going to fight at the club room?”

“Naw. We don’t allow fights there. Bart and me just fixed to meet there.”

“Where were you going?” I asked.

His bony shoulders lifted in a shrug. “Behind the car barns, maybe. Or some vacant lot. We’d of decided that after we met.”

“When a fight for the presidency takes place, are there certain rules?”

“Sure,” Joe said. “You can’t use nothing but your hands. That’s how the guys would know this was a bum rap. They know I wouldn’t use a knife and they know we wouldn’t fight in the club room. Besides, Bart had on his jacket.”

When I only looked puzzled at this, he explained. “Our jackets cost fourteen bucks apiece. We don’t even wear them on a rumble. Nobody in the club would fight without taking his jacket off first.”

I asked, “If the Gravediggers framed you, how’d they know you planned to meet Bart last night?”

“Everybody knew. The Purple Pelicans wouldn’t spread it around, but the auxiliary knew all about it too, and some of them pal around a little with members of the Gravediggers’ auxiliary.”

“What are these auxiliaries?” I asked. “The club members’ girl friends?”

“Yeah. Only they have to be taken in.”

I took this to mean the girl friend of a member didn’t automatically become an auxiliary member, but had to be approved by either the club or the other auxiliary members, or perhaps both.

“So you’re reasonably certain the Gravediggers knew of your planned meeting with Bart, then?”

“Sure. That stuff gets around fast.”

“How would they get at that knife your dad owned?”

He laughed a little sardonically. “Our flat hasn’t been locked in years. What’s there to steal except a lot of empty whisky bottles?”

“The police say some girl phoned in anonymously at a quarter of ten to report a reefer party was going in at the club room. Which is why the cops happened to arrive just when they did. Any idea who the girl would be?”

His face darkened angrily. “First I heard that,” he said. “Probably some gal in the Gravediggers’ auxiliary.”

“The cops think maybe it was either your girl friend or Bart Meyer’s trying to prevent the fight because she was afraid one of you’d get hurt.”

“How’d the cops find out about the fight?” he asked in astonishment.

“They didn’t. They’re only guessing. You think it could have been either your girl or Bart’s?”

He shook his head decisively.

“Give me their names anyway,” I suggested.

“Bart’s girl friend was Stella Quint over on Sixth. I don’t know the exact address.”

“How about yours?”

After the slightest hesitation he said, “I haven’t got one.”

I suspected he was being gallant about involving his girl, but before I could follow up, Hannegan appeared outside the cell and attracted my attention by banging his keys against the bars. When I looked at him, he pointed at his watch.

“Don’t be so G.I.,” I said. “Give me another minute.”

“Kid’s got another visitor,” the lieutenant said stolidly.

“All right. Just one more question then. Joe, who do I see in the club to steer me around down in that neighborhood?”

He looked thoughtful, glanced at Hannegan, then asked, “Got a pencil and paper?”

I gave him my pocket notebook and a mechanical pencil. I stood beside him, watching as he laid the notebook on his knee and wrote : Stub Carlson, 722 Vernon.

Below this he wrote : This guy is Manny Moon, who I’ve told you about. You can level with him about anything and it won’t go no farther.

He contemplated what he had written, scratched through the no and substituted any above it. I put the notebook and pencil back in my pocket and waited for Hannegan to unlock the door.

When the lieutenant and I arrived in the lobby together, I discovered the other person waiting to see Joe Brighton was his Aunt Sara. Sara Chesterton looked too young to be anybody’s aunt, and as a matter of fact was still short of thirty, but she was a full-fledged aunt nevertheless. She was the sister of Joe’s dead mother.

She was also a strikingly pretty woman in a businesslike sort of way. Years back Maggie Brighton, who was something of a matchmaker, had tried to brew a match between Sara and me. But it didn’t take. While the girl always seemed to like me well enough, she showed no indication of swooning in my presence. And she was a bit too briskly self-sufficient for my taste.

Sara Chesterton was a caseworker for the Division of Public Welfare, and years of dealing with relief clients had given her an impersonal and businesslike manner which carried over to her social contacts. She was a rather small woman, brunette, with attractive gray eyes and a well-rounded but not too plump figure. She dressed well, was reasonably well informed and seemed to have an amiable disposition. Altogether she seemed to possess enough attributes to make her attractive to most men, but she always gave me the uneasy feeling that I was being interviewed whenever we met. Possibly I wasn’t the only man who got that feeling, because insofar as I knew she’d never been engaged to anyone.

When she saw me, she rose from the bench where she had been waiting, came over and thrust out her hand like a man. “How are you, Manny? Haven’t seen you for ages. What have you been doing?”

“Hello, Sara,” I said. “Working, sleeping, eating. Drinking a little occasionally.”

“I’ll bet a little. Married to that Fausta girl yet?”

She meant Fausta Moreni, blonde proprietress of El Patio night club, with whom I’ve carried on a sporadic and volatile romance for some years.

“Hardly,” I said. “We’re just friends.”

“You ought to get married, Manny. You’re past thirty now, aren’t you?”

I grinned at her. “This is me, your old boy friend Manny Moon, Sara. Not one of your relief clients.”

When she had the grace to look a little guilty, I said, “I gave up all thoughts of marriage when you tossed me over for a career.”

“Phooey. Maggie practically threw me at your head, and you never even noticed me.” Then her responsive grin faded. “You been in to see Joe?”

“Yeah.”

“How’s he taking it?”

“Pretty well.”

“What’ll they do to him, Manny?”

“Prison, probably, if he’s convicted. He’s a little young for the gas chamber. He claims he didn’t kill that kid.”

“Oh?” She looked dubious. “I understood he was practically caught in the act.”

“He thinks he was framed by some teenage club his club has rumbles with. I’m going to poke around down there and see what I can turn up.”

Again she emitted an inquiring, “Oh?” Then her expression turned reflective. “Want a guide, Manny? That’s my relief district, you know, and I know the area pretty intimately.”

“I hate to bother you,” I said.

“Bother? Joe’s my real nephew, not just a foster nephew. And I’ll bet you’re doing this poking around on the house. My saturated brother-in-law certainly hasn’t paid you any retainer, has he?”

The bitterness of her tone surprised me. I knew she hadn’t been very thick with Ed since he took up drinking as a hobby, but I’d never before heard her speak of him with anything but liking tempered by faint impatience. But apparently now her attitude toward him was about the same as his attitude toward himself. She was blaming Joe’s situation on Ed’s drinking.

I said mildly, “Ed’s a friend of mine and I like Joe. Ed’s done me enough favors in the past.”

“Name one in the last five years,” she challenged.

When I merely shrugged, she said, “You haven’t said whether or not you want a guide.”

“If you can spare the time,” I said. “I may spend a couple of days down there.”

“I hadn’t thought of that,” she said doubtfully. “I was thinking of volunteering some evenings, but of course you’d want to work in the daytime.”

Then she brightened. “At least I can give you a briefing on the neighborhood before you go down. I’m only going to drop in on Joe for a minute, because my lunch period is practically over. Why don’t you wait and I’ll give you a travelogue as you drive me back to my office.”

I hadn’t contemplated going anywhere near the welfare office, but she put it in such a way I couldn’t very well refuse without being blunt. I said I’d wait a few minutes.

Meantime Hannegan had been standing quietly to one side all this time, his only sign of impatience being the steady jingling of the lockup keys. Now Sara gave me a brisk nod of temporary dismissal and informed Hannegan with equal briskness that she was ready to see her nephew.

I grinned slightly as I watched them walk down the hall together, for Sara seemed to be throwing a barrage of questions at the stocky lieutenant. She was in for a frustrating experience, I thought, for if she got anything more informative than an occasional grunt from the taciturn Hannegan, she was a better interviewer than anyone I’d ever known.
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