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LES DEAN
HAD COME A LONG WAY
SINCE PROHIBITION …

New York’s plush Café Martense bore little resemblance to the old Three Mile Limit Club, where Les had gotten his first less-than-legal start. As for the lush and lovely Eve Wylie, she was a decided improvement over the general run of Les’s former playmates.

But Johnny Liddell figured there were some things that never changed.

And when he traced a couple of sudden deaths to café society’s favorite café, he suddenly remembered a penchant in the proprietor’s past — for murder …




SLAY RIDE
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CHAPTER ONE

Johnny Liddell leaned on the bar with the ease born of long experience. He watched with fascination as the bartender slid an exotically purple drink in front of him. He ignored the frankly curious expression on the bartender’s face, lifted the glass, sniffed at it, then sipped experimentally. Shuddering, he replaced the glass hastily on the bar.

The neon-lighted clock on the backbar set the time at 11:05. Liddell shifted his weight from one foot to the other, looked around. The bar was filled with the usual late evening crowd and a thin haze of smoke was beginning to cloud the ceiling. An unescorted blonde at the far end of the bar caught his eye, looked him right in the pocketbook, seemed satisfied, smiled. She was drinking a martini.

For a moment, Liddell mentally debated the advisability of chucking the whole business, taking up the invitation in the blonde’s eye. He lost a close decision, sighed, settled down to wait.

He stuck a cigarette in the. corner of his mouth, noted glumly that his hand shook slightly as he touched a match to it. He took a deep drag in an effort to cleanse his mouth of the sickly sweet taste of the drink, failed. All he succeeded in doing was to add to the restless fog of smoke swirling near the ceiling. He wanted a drink, but not bad enough to drink the concoction in front of him. Ignoring the unasked question in the bartender’s eyes, he smoked moodily.

The hand on the backbar clock stood at twenty-five after when the thin man came in. He walked through the door leading off Madison Avenue, looked neither left nor right, headed straight for the bar. Liddell felt, rather than saw the man slide onto the barstool at his side.

The bartender shuffled over, swabbed the already dry bar with a damp rag, waited expectantly.

“Cassis royal, please,” the newcomer ordered.

The normally deadpan expression of the bartender registered surprise, then with a shrug, he reached over to the backbar for the ingredients.

“Got a light, mister?” the newcomer asked Liddell.

Liddell fished a lighter from his jacket pocket, held it to the man’s cigarette. He saw a long cadaverous face, tapering down to the bony v of a chin. The heavy-lidded eyes were underlined by discolored sacs that marked the chronic night lifer. As he sucked in a lungful of smoke, the newcomer twisted his lips in what was obviously intended for a smile. All that happened was that the corners of his mouth twitched until the lips made almost a parallel v to his chin. The cold, sleepy expression in his eyes was unchanged. In the brief glance he seemed to be photographing Liddell’s features for future reference.

The bartender swung back from the backbar, slid a twin to Liddell’s drink in front of the thin man. He scooped up a handful of change from the bar, shuffled back to his station.

The newcomer lifted the glass delicately to his nose. As though satisfied, he emptied the glass with apparent relish. He nodded to the bartender, adjusted his hat, slid off the stool, headed for the door.

Liddell watched the thin man disappear through the revolving door, head south along Madison Avenue. The backbar clock said 11:30 on the head. He signaled for the bartender.

“Take this mess away and bring me a shot of Old Forester,” he ordered. He took a deep drag on his cigarette in a futile attempt to clear the sickly sweet taste of the liqueur from his mouth.

The bartender slid a jigger in front of him, filled it to the brim. He lifted the purple concoction, smelled it, grimaced.

“Funny thing,” he said. “I been behind the stick now going on ten years. I always wonder if anybody drinks this stuff or whether it’s to make the backbar look sexy. Then, after ten years I get two calls for it — both in the same night. Funny, huh?”

“A scream,” Liddell agreed. He tossed off the bourbon, indicated a refill. He drank that without comment, dropped two bills on the bar.

The backbar clock said 11:34.

Liddell took a last drag on his cigarette, dropped it to the floor, crushed it out with his heel. Then he walked to the revolving door and out onto Madison Avenue.

The night air was surprisingly cool after the closeness of the bar. The cross streets were filled with the heavy after-theater traffic weaving its way east across town, but the avenue seemed relatively quiet. Down the street a long black sedan eased into motion, glided toward him. It came to a noiseless stop in front of him, the back door opened. The thin man from the bar was on the back seat. He motioned Liddell in.

Liddell nodded, stepped in, sank down into the soft cushions of the back seat. The thin man reached across him, closed the door. The car roared into motion. It headed up Madison Avenue, swung right to Park at 49th, headed for the Queensboro Bridge upper level at 57th Street. “Have we got far to go?” Liddell asked.

The thin man shrugged. “About a forty-five minute ride.” He scowled at the heavy bridge traffic through which the driver was feeling his way. “Unless traffic holds us up.” He took a thin platinum case from an inner pocket. “Smoke?”

Liddell selected a long, thin cigarette, smelled it, put it back with a grimace. “I prefer tobacco in mine.”

The thin man smiled frostily, stuck one of the cigarettes in his mouth, settled back. He smoked wordlessly as the car worked its way across 57th Street and onto the bridge. At the Long Island end, it swung out of the heavy traffic toward Northern Boulevard and headed east on Long Island.

The thin man roused himself. “I hope you won’t mind, but in a matter such as this, there are certain precautions one must take.” He took his handkerchief from his breast pocket, folded it into a serviceable blindfold. “I’m sure you understand.”

Liddell grunted, offered no resistance while the man tied the blindfold securely into place. He settled back, tried to determine the whereabouts of the car and the general direction in which it was traveling. After a while he gave it up, content merely with attempting to estimate the speed at which they were traveling, a factor which, when combined with the length of time they were traveling, might later give some approximate location of their destination. He soon abandoned this, since the speed of the car varied too greatly.

“Think I’ll have that smoke now,” he said. “One of mine though.”

“Of course. Here, let me help you.” Liddell felt the thin man’s hands pat under his arms and at his back pockets.

“If it’s a gun you’re looking for, I don’t carry one,” he said. “If it’s cigarettes, I have them here in my jacket pocket.”

“Merely a precaution, you understand,” the thin man murmured. “Can I give you a light?”

Liddell nodded, leaned forward and drew in as he felt the heat of the lighter close to his face, exhaled a mouthful of smoke.

After a few puffs, he grimaced, removed the cigarette, sniffed at it. “This one of mine?”

“It’s from your pack. Why?”

Liddell took another drag, wrinkled up his face in distaste. “I heard somewhere you can’t enjoy a smoke you can’t see. Now I believe it.” He crushed the cigarette out in the ash tray at his elbow, stirred uneasily. “How much longer?”

“Not much.”

The car was traveling in a straight line now. Suddenly it slowed up, swung sharply to the right, maneuvered what appeared to be a series of short curves, then swung off the macadam onto a graveled driveway. The car slid to an easy stop and the door was opened.

“This is our destination,” the thin man told him. He stepped across Liddell’s legs, helped him out. There was a short walk, then a flight of four steps.

Liddell heard a doorbell ring somewhere, then a door close at hand creaked open. He was ushered into a room carpeted with thick, yielding pile. “How about taking the blinders off now?” Liddell asked.

“Sorry. But we won’t be able to do that until our car drops you back on the other side of the bridge,” the thin man told him.

“Now wait a minute,” Liddell protested. “Isn’t this a little melodramatic?”

“Melodramatic or not, sir, this is our way of conducting our business. If you wish to do business with us, it will be in our way. Of course, if you would prefer not to do business with us, that’s your choice. But the blindfold stays.”

Liddell shrugged. “Okay. It’s your home grounds. You set the field rules. Now what?”

“The person you wished to see will see you now. This way, please.”

Liddell permitted himself to be led into what was apparently a room opening off the main entrance. He stopped at a tug on his arm, felt a chair at the back of his legs. He dropped into it, leaned back.

Somewhere a door opened. Liddell could feel a slight stirring of air in the room, then he became aware of a subtle, disturbing scent.

“Good evening,” a huskily caressing voice greeted him. “I’m sorry if you’ve been inconvenienced, and — ” The voice broke off, the scent became stronger. “You’re not Mr. Murtha.”

“My name’s Liddell. I’m here for Murtha. No objection, is there?”

“I suppose not. If you have the authority to deal with us.” The scent seemed to grow lighter, as though the woman had crossed the room.

Liddell nodded. “My agency represents the insurance company. They got word you could produce Murtha’s jewels.”

“For a price, of course.”

“I’m here to set the price.”

The woman’s laugh was soft, amused. “You’ve been misinformed, Mr. Liddell. We set the price. You’re here to work out plans for the transfer of the money and the return of the jewels.”

Liddell shrugged. “Okay. So you’ll set the price. All we’re interested in is getting the stuff back.”

“Exactly.” There was a businesslike quality in the husky voice now. “The price is twenty thousand. Small bills. No marking, of course.”

“Twenty thousand? Pretty steep.”

“We don’t think so, Liddell. There’s no point in haggling. Your client is on the hook for fifty if the jewels aren’t recovered. A saving of thirty thousand isn’t a bad day’s work.”

“I still think twenty is high.”

“Unfortunately, it doesn’t matter very much what you think, does it, Liddell? It’s easier and cleaner for us to sell them back to you, but there are other ways. If you’re not interested, Georges will take you back to town. We’ll proceed along other lines.”

“Let’s stop playing games. You know we want them. Even if it has to be at your terms. When do we get them and where?”

There was a slight pause as though the woman were referring to some notation, then, “It’s about 12:20 now. You’ll be back in town by one. We’ll give you until 3:30 to raise the money and we’ll contact you then and set the place and time.”

“You don’t waste much time, do you?”

“Look, Liddell, there’s no point in stringing this out. We have what you want — the jewels. You have what it takes to get them back — the money.” Her voice seemed to shrug its shoulders. “We make the switch and everybody’s happy.” A slight edge crept into the voice. “The only reason for delaying it would be if you were planning to pull a fast cne.” The voice softened to a purr. “But I’m sure you’d be too smart to try anything as silly and as dangerous as that.”

“I don’t know. Maybe I’m not as smart as I look.” Liddell pinched his nose between his thumb and forefinger. “What then?”

A cold round object touched the back of his neck. “Then it might be necessary to put a hole in your head so we could push some brains in,” the husky voice purred. “But now that you’ve told us how tough you really are, Liddell, and believe me, we’re duly impressed, what would you gain by kicking things over? Your client would have to pay the Murthas fifty thousand for the jewels, your agency would be out one client, and we’d merely sell them elsewhere. I don’t see the percentage.”

Liddell grinned. “Maybe you’re right. Anyway, that thing pressing against my neck packs a powerful argument.”

“Six of them. One in each chamber,” the thin man’s voice came from behind him.

“Are there any more questions, Liddell?” the woman asked.

Liddell shook his head.

“In that case, we understand each other. You’ll have the money in your office at 3:30. You’ll be told where and when to deliver it,” the husky voice said. “Georges will arrange to have you dropped on the other side of the bridge so you can make your arrangements. Good night, Liddell.”

Liddell was aware of a surge of perfumed air, then a door opened and closed some place. He felt the thin man catch him under the elbow, help him to his feet and out to the car.

Forty minutes later, Liddell stepped out of the car at the corner of Sixth Avenue and 42nd Street, watched it get caught up in a swirl of early morning traffic, disappear into one of the side streets.






CHAPTER TWO

Steve Baron, head of the home office of Acme, was sprawled out on a leather couch in his office when Johnny Liddell walked in. He sat up, swung his feet to the floor and yawned.

“Make out okay?” he demanded.

Liddell growled under his breath, tossed his hat in the approximate direction of the hat rack in the corner, sank into the big leather armchair on the far side of the desk.

“Payoff’s set for 3:30 this morning. They want twenty grand. In unmarked bills,” he grunted.

Steve Baron yawned noisily, ran his stubby fingers through his hair. He got up, walked across the office to the sink in the corner, splashed cold water in his face. “That’s not too bad,” he commented.

“Nobody’s asking my opinion,” Liddell told him, “but if somebody was to, I’d tell them to go to hell and I’d go out and get them.”

Baron dried his face on a towel, hung it back on the nail over the sink, squinted at himself in the small mirror while he tugged a comb through his tangled hair. “You’re right the first time. Nobody asked for your opinion.” He finished with his hair, walked back to the desk. “Twenty grand, eh? I shouldn’t have any trouble getting an okay on that.” He pulled the phone toward him, dialed a number, spoke in a low tone for a few minutes, hung the receiver back on its hook. “Client says okay to make the payoff as per instructions.”

“How nice for everybody,” Liddell growled.

“What the hell are you griping about? We’re getting the stuff back, aren’t we? If it’s okay with the client, why should your feelings be hurt? You been seeing too many movies.” Steve Baron leaned back, hooked his heels on the corner of his desk. “Maybe some java’ll sweeten you up.” He jabbed at a button on the corner of the desk.

The door to the office opened, a friendly face topped by a shock of red hair popped in. “Want something, Steve?”

“Run down and get a couple of containers of coffee, will you, Red? No sugar for me.”

“Right.” The door closed behind the redhead.

Steve Baron transferred his attention from the tip of his shoe to Liddell. “What’s really eating you, Liddell?”

“I don’t like making deals with tinhorn crooks. We’re supposed to be running a detective agency here, not a lost and found.” He pinched irritably at his nose with thumb and forefinger. “What does the department think about all these payoffs?”

“What’s it any of the department’s business what the client does with his money? So instead of paying the sucker who lost the stuff the full fifty grand, he pays the gang that did the job twenty. So either way he pays. One way it’s easier on him. Is that any of the police department’s business?”

“Maybe not. But maybe the commissioner don’t figure it that way, Steve. Maybe he figures that if we keep paying off these hoods that it takes the risk out of pulling a job. Maybe the commissioner figures that we’re keeping him from rounding these mugs up.”

“You’ve been reading my mail, Liddell,” Steve Baron growled. “Sure the department’s yelling bloody murder. Let them yell. We got our clients to look out for.” He let his feet hit the floor with a bang. “You got any idea the kind of money this wave of jewel jobs would be costing the insurance boys if we couldn’t make the contact to buy the stuff back for peanuts?”

Liddell shook his head, watched the agency head stamp over to a metal cabinet set against the wall. He unlocked a drawer, pawed through a stack of folders, selected one.

“Take a look through that.” He dropped the folder in Liddell’s lap.

Liddell opened the folder, studied a string of figures on a typewritten flimsy, whistled. “Over a million in losses in less than a month. I didn’t know it was that big a deal.”

Steve Baron nodded. He selected a cigar from the humidor on his desk, stripped the cellophane off it. “So far we’ve been pretty lucky in making contact to get the stuff back. If the police move in, or we do anything to scare these birds off, they’ll start unloading through fences and our clients stand to lose plenty.” He bit the end off the cigar, spat it at the ash tray. “And so do we.”

Liddell glanced through the papers in the folder, read some of the reports. “Funny damn thing the cops haven’t been able to get a line on this gang,” he grunted. “Looks like a pretty clear pattern to me.” He closed the folder, tossed it on the desk. “In most of the cases, the party was out for a night making the hot spots. On the way home they were stuck up. Sounds like a finger at work. Seems like the cops ought to be able to flush him out.”

“Seems like.” Steve Baron rolled the unlighted cigar from one corner of his mouth to the other, laced his fingers at the back of his head, leaned back. “That’s not our headache. All we get hired to do is get the stuff back. If the client wants it like that, that’s the way they get it.”

The door opened and the redheaded man walked in. He placed two containers of coffee on the desk, pushed one toward Baron.

“That’s the one without sugar, Steve.” He handed the other to Liddell, winked. “Glad I ain’t old enough to have to watch my diet like that, eh, Johnny?”

Liddell grinned, gouged the top out of his container, took a sip. “You’d think I was — the kind of assignments they been handing me lately, Red.”

“You’re lucky at that,” the redhead flung back. “At least you get assignments. All I’ve been allowed to run down so far is a container of coffee.” He ambled over to the door, closed it behind him on his way out.

“Red’ll make a good op, Steve,” Liddell said. “Why don’t you give him a break and put him on something? How long’s he been with the agency anyhow?”

“Couple of months. I’m breaking him in slow. We want at least one decent op in the outfit.” Baron dug the top off his container, tested the coffee with his finger. “Got him handling night calls now. Outside of a couple of bodyguard stints he hasn’t had much to do. Soon’s things pick up and we can use him dayside, I’ll switch him over.”

Liddell took a deep slug of the coffee, swirled the remainder around the side of the soggy cardboard container. “Why don’t you let him handle the job tonight? Make him feel like he’s earning his keep.”

“You mean go along with you?”

“I mean go along instead of me. What’s he need me for, to hold his hand? Deal’s all set. All he’s got to do is pass the money, get the stuff, and everybody’s happy.”

“What’s the matter with you finishing what you started?”

Liddell drained the container, crushed it, tossed it in the general direction of the wastebasket. “I got a funny feeling about this one, Steve. If those two-bit hoods keep pushing me around the way they did tonight, blindfolding me, fanning me, telling me what I’m going to do, how, when, and where, I’m going to blow my wig. And the client ain’t going to like that.”

The agency head smashed his empty coffee container with his fist. “That’s out. I told you any rough stuff is out. We follow orders in this. We get hired to run errands, we run errands.” He leaned back, picked the unlit cigar from the ash tray, jammed it back between his teeth. “The client only wants one thing from us. That’s to get the stuff back as fast and as cheap as possible. How many times do I have to tell you that?”

“That’s what I mean, Steve,” Liddell grinned. “You keep telling it to me, and I keep believing it. But the minute you stop telling it to me, I get the idea why don’t we get rough with these babies and take the set-up apart from top to bottom.”

“Get smart, will you? What good would that do us?”

Liddell shrugged. “It ought to please the client. We put the mob pulling these jobs out of business, there are no more stick-ups and the client doesn’t have to make any more payoffs. Simple?”

“You sure are.” Baron tore the cigar from between his teeth, glared at the ragged edge, bounced it irritably off the floor. “Who do you think we’d bag? The guys that count? Don’t be a dope. All you’d flush out would be a bunch of bush league runners and contact men. Maybe a gun or two, but not the real brains. He’d sit back, wait for the smoke to clear, hire himself some more guns and a new crew and be back in business in no time. Only this time he wouldn’t do business, and the insurance companies would be in for a real going over. Our client would just love that.”

Johnny Liddell sighed, nodded solemnly. “I guess you’re right. And I know I’ll hate myself in the morning. But so help me, Steve, if those babies start pushing me around with more of the fraternity initiation stuff, I’m not responsible for what happens.”

The agency head glared across the desk. “Okay, okay. So I’ll take you off this one. But don’t think that means you can duck the routine stuff from now on, Liddell. So you hung up a couple of good showings out on the Coast and up in Waterville, but you’re still on the payroll and from now on you’ll take them as they come.” He jabbed a stubby finger at the buzzer on the desk.

The door opened for the night man’s grinning “face. “Want something, Steve?” the redhead asked.

“Get the hell in here and find out,” Baron roared.

The redhead ambled in, closed the door behind him. He looked from Liddell to the man behind the desk. “What did I do now?”

“I’m putting you on the job I had Liddell on,” Steve Baron told him. “The prima donna here is allergic to routine cases. The headlines aren’t black enough.”

Liddell winked at the redhead.

“It’s not much of a job,” the agency head ignored Liddell. “We made a contact with the guys that got the Murtha jewels. Some time tonight we should be getting a call setting a rendezvous. All you’ll have to do is take a package of small bills to the place, pick up the Murtha jewels and bring the stuff back here.”

“That’s all?” the redhead looked disappointed.

Baron snorted. “Of course that’s all. What’d you expect? Don’t tell me you’re getting like the big shot over there, needing spotlights and sirens before you can throw your heart into a job.” He glared at Liddell, relaxed in the leather chair. “Anything we can do for you, Big Shot?”

Liddell yawned, pulled himself out of the chair. “Not unless you’d like to tuck me in. This is one night I intend to get some shuteye.”

“Don’t let us keep you up,” Baron growled. He watched Liddell amble across the room. “And don’t think you can pull this kind of a caper on me again. Not if you intend to keep on working here.”

Liddell grinned. “Don’t let him worry you, kid,” he told the redhead. “His bite’s worse than his bark — and he’s got no teeth.” He had his hand on the knob when the phone rang.

Steve Baron yanked the receiver off the hook, held it to his ear. “Yeah. This is Acme. We got your message. Where’s the meeting place?” He listened for a few minutes, scribbled a few notes on the back of an envelope, nodded. “We’ll be there. Yeah, we’ve got the money. Don’t worry about us. You just be sure you keep your side of the bargain.” He nodded again, slammed the receiver back on the hook. Then, as though he’d become aware of Liddell standing in the doorway for the first time, “Run along, Sleeping Beauty. You distract us. And we’ve got work to do tonight. Your work!”


• • •


The pealing of the phone at his ear was shrill, discordant. Johnny Liddell groaned, cursed softly, dug his head into the pillow, but the noise refused to go away. He opened one eye experimentally, peered at the half lowered window shade, noted that it was not yet daylight.

He tried to wipe the sleep from his eyes, but it wouldn’t wipe out. The phone kept ringing. Finally, he reached out, lifted the instrument off its cradle.

“That you, Liddell?” Steve Baron’s voice grated harshly through the receiver.

“Who the hell did you expect to be answering my phone at this hour of the morning? I thought I said good night to you already.”

“Save the funny remarks, Liddell. Get dressed and wait for me in front of your joint. I’ll pick you up in fifteen minutes.”

Liddell yawned, squinted at the luminous dial on the clock on the night table. “At four-thirty? You got rocks in your head, Steve. Try me again in eight hours.”

“I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

“Why don’t you give up this fast life you’re leading and get some sleep?”

He could hear Baron’s snort over the wire. “Maybe I can’t sleep. Maybe you won’t be able to sleep any more when you hear what I’ve got to tell you.”

“What?”

“I just got a call from homicide. They picked up a body in an empty lot over in Brooklyn. The body had an Acme card in its pocket. A card made out in the name of Lew Raymond.”

Liddell was suddenly wide awake. And ice cold. “The redhead?”

“Yeah. The redhead. The kid I sent to finish up what you started, Liddell. I just thought you might like to see him. Of course, if you’d rather sleep — ”

“I’ll be down front waiting for you, Steve,” Liddell told him. He tossed the receiver back on its hook, started stuffing his legs into his trousers. He was standing on the curb when Steve Baron braked an agency car to a screaming stop in front of his apartment.






CHAPTER THREE

A thin bald man was sitting at a white enameled desk in the outer office of the morgue. He looked up incuriously as Johnny Liddell and Steve Baron skidded across the highly polished floor toward him.

“Name’s Baron, head of the Acme Agency office here. I understand they brought in one of my boys tonight.”

The bald man sucked on a tooth, turned his weak eyes toward Liddell. “You for the same one?”

Liddell nodded. “Name’s Liddell. I’m an Acme op.”

The bald man finished the job on his tooth with a fingernail, pulled himself out of his chair. He led the way to a large white door set in the rear wall. “Young guy, wasn’t he?” he commented disinterestedly.

Steve Baron nodded glumly.

“Ain’t likely to get much older,” the morgue attendant said. Then, as though he suddenly decided that was very funny, his face split into a grin. “No, sir, ain’t likely to get much older.”

Liddell scowled, pushed open the heavy door. A blast of hot, carbolic laden air hit them. The bald-headed man led the way to the rear of the windowless room where a small group huddled around one of several white examining tables.

There was a canvas-covered bulge on the white table that brought a grim tight look around Liddell’s eyes. He stepped up to the table, looked around at the men standing there.

“Okay if I take a look?” he asked.

One of the men, a big man, nodded.

The morgue attendant caught hold of one corner of the canvas, pulled back. Lew Raymond, the redheaded kid who had taken his place, stared up at Liddell with unseeing eyes. A dark hole in the side of his face was diagonally above the ragged exit on the other side of his face where the slug had torn away a piece of his jaw on the way out.

Liddell took a good look, stepped aside for Steve Baron. After a moment the morgue attendant replaced the canvas.

“Not very pretty, eh, Baron?” the big man asked. He was big all over, from bulging shoulders to hamlike fists. He was wearing a dark topcoat, a blue suit, and a western style sheriff hat on the back of his head. His big jaws savagely pounded a wad of gum as his half closed eyes studied the Acme head morosely.

“Any line on who did it, Inspector?” Baron asked.

The big man shrugged. “Could be any one of a hundred petty larceny mugs that you and your boys have been playing house with. You can’t keep on playing with mud without some rubs off on you.” He turned his attention on Liddell. “Another one of your messenger boys, Baron?”

“Look, Inspector. We don’t have to take that kind of stuff. If you’ve got anything on us, bring us in. If you haven’t leave us alone,” Baron flared. “One of our boys was killed tonight. We want the guy who did it.”

The big man didn’t miss a stroke on his gum. “Take a look in the mirror. You’ll see the guy who did it. You can cover up for the cheap hoods you’ve been running with just so long, Baron. When a couple of crooks fall out” — he shrugged, indicated the canvas covered table — ”one of them gets hurt.”

“Lay off the cracks about the kid, mister,” Liddell stepped up to the big man. “I don’t know what’s with you and Steve Baron. But I do know that kid wasn’t pitching any curves. He covered for me on an assignment tonight. If I knew there was any chance of this happening — ”

“Suppose you tell me about that assignment.”

“It was confidential,” Steve Baron cut in before Liddell could answer. “We couldn’t discuss it without the permission of our client, Inspector. You know that.”

The big man snorted, spat on the floor. “You want the guy that did it. The only thing that you want is to keep fouling things up so we can’t lay our hands on the gang you’ve been working with.”

“You might have to prove that, Inspector,” Baron told him.

The inspector nodded. “I might at that. And when I do I’m going to fix it so you’ll have a nice long rest. A nice long rest.”

Baron glared at him, turned his back, walked toward the outer office. The inspector watched him with thoughtful eyes, then turned his attention to Liddell.

“You better run along. There might be a lot of covering up to do.”

Liddell studied the big man from head to toe insolently. “You talk so tough I’ll bet you even scare yourself, mister. Maybe your outfit covers up for guys who kill off your boys, not ours. Not me anyway.”

The inspector looked to the side at a thin, young man. “Okay with you if I ask a couple of questions, Clark?”

The young man bit his lower lip hesitantly. “I don’t think the D.A. would like any trouble on this, Inspector.” He turned to Liddell. “I’m Clark, out of the D.A.’s office. If you’d like to answer any questions Inspector Herlehy has to ask, Mr. — ?”

“Liddell. Johnny Liddell.”

The young man nodded. “Mr. Liddell. I — I’m not sure that this is the proper place, Inspector, but if Mr. Liddell has no objections, go ahead.”

Inspector Herlehy nodded. “Okay, Liddell. Suppose you tell me now what that assignment was.”

“That’s something only Steve Baron can tell you. He’s the boss. I’m just hired help. If that assignment was the reason he was killed, I’ll take care of that end of it.”

The inspector pursed his lips. “That almost sounds like you were going to stick your nose into a police investigation. I don’t think I’d like that, Liddell.” He spat out his gum, rummaged through his pockets, came up with a fresh pack. “You restrict your activities to playing messenger boy for a mob of cheap stick-up men and to peeking through keyholes — ”

“Don’t count on it, Inspector,” Liddell cut him off. “I don’t care what you think about agency men, but I’ll tell you this. Nobody gets by with knocking off our boys. We’ll get the guy that did this — either working with you or working against you.”

Herlehy denuded the gum of its wrapper, stuck it between his teeth. “I guess I can’t stop you from snooping around. Not yet, anyway. But I can give you a tip. Don’t foul me up or get under my feet or I’ll stomp you flat, so help me.” He nodded to two of the men in the group, walked out.

Liddell watched him go, rubbed the heel of his hand across his chin. He lifted the edge of the canvas, took a last look at the redhead, then followed the inspector out.

Steve Baron was sitting on a wooden bench across from the white enameled desk, chewing irritably on an unlit cigar. He got up as Liddell came through the door.

“What’d Herlehy have to say after I left?” he asked.

Liddell shrugged, found a cigarette, lighted it. “He’s plenty burned at the agency looks like. Why should homicide be down on us?”

“That’s what’s bothering me. Herlehy isn’t with homicide. He’s in charge of the new robbery detail, concentrating on these jewel jobs.”

Liddell smoked for a second, contributing a slow-moving, gray-white cloud of smoke to the stuffiness of the room. “Why would the robbery detail be interested in a homicide? Unless the kid had the stuff on him when he was found.” He indicated the thin bald man at the desk. “Laughing Boy would probably know. Let’s make a stab at it.” He brought out a roll of bills, slipped a ten off the top, folded it so the numeral would show. “This is legitimate expenses, don’t forget.”

Baron nodded, watched Liddell walk over to the desk. The thin man looked up, dropped his eyes to see the denomination of the bill Liddell slid across the desk. He didn’t reach out to touch it.

“What’s the gimmick, mister?” he asked.

“You took care of our friend’s personal stuff?”

The man at the desk nodded. “Yeah, but it ain’t here. Regulations. All clothing goes to the property clerk, all valuable property to the precinct desk officer.” He looked at the tenspot sadly. “Wish I could help you.”

Liddell pushed the bill closer to the man. “Maybe you have a list of the stuff that went to the precinct desk officer?”

The bald-headed man’s face brightened. “Oh, sure. Before we seal the package we inventory in duplicate. One for him, one for us.” He pulled open the drawer, brought out a huge bound pad, leafed through the pages. “Here it is. Raymond, Lewis. Wallet, thirty dollars in bills, usual licenses, etc. Wristwatch Longines 17 jewel, good condition. Diamond brooch.” He broke off, looked up shrewdly. “I get it. That’s what you guys were interested in. The diamond brooch. Well, he had it on him.” He reached out, picked up the folded bill, straightened it out tenderly, wrapped it around the two ones he had in his pocket. “Anything else I can do for you, gents?”
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