
        
            
                
            
        

    




Her Mother's Daughter





from My Big Fat Supernatural Honeymoon Anthology


By





P. N. Elrod











Gangsters, gats, and girls in Depression Era Chicago mean trouble, even for an undead shamus. Jack Fleming relates his latest case from The Vampire Files.


Chicago, February 1938









IT'S BEEN MY EXPERIENCE THAT A BLUSHING BRIDE usually waits until after the honeymoon's over before hiring a gumshoe to check up on her husband's whereabouts. When Dorothy Schubert, nee Huffman, plowed into the office still in her wedding gown I figured she was out to break a record along with anything else in her path.


She was the angriest woman I'd ever seen—which is saying a lot.


I'd only stopped by to pick up the mail and hadn't bothered to turn on the light. She'd charged noisily up the outside stairs, shoving the door open so hard the glass rattled. Blindly she fumbled the switch, and the sudden brightness caught me behind the desk, envelopes in one hand, reaching under my coat for my .38 with the other. Chicago's a tough town; even a vampire needs an extra edge at times.


You heard right, but I'll get back to the Lugosi stuff later.


I eased off drawing my gun and put down the envelopes. The lady appeared to be unarmed, just remarkably upset. Her face was red, her brown eyes blazed, and she had very straight teeth, nearly all of them bared. I kept the desk between us.


"Is that you?" she demanded, jabbing a finger at the name painted on the door's pebbled glass panel. It read THE ESCOTT AGENCY.


I hesitated replying, wondering what my partner had gotten himself into, and then realized she'd not have asked the question had she ever met Escott. "No, but maybe I can help?"


"I need a detective," she said, tottering forward to grab the back of one of the wooden chairs in front of the desk. The charge up the stairs must have winded her.


"You look like you need a drink."


"That, too." She dropped onto the chair, her classy wedding dress making an expensive rustling sound. She was more arresting than pretty, with thick black hair, a hawk's nose, strong brows, and wide mouth. By turns she was the type who could turn ugly or traffic-stopping beautiful depending on her mood. A sculptor would have made much over her cheekbones, chin, and throat. I noticed the big vein there pulsing in time with her heartbeat, which was audible to my ears. She was calming down, though, the beat gradually slowing.


Her floor-dragging veil was half off, and she wore no coat over the gown. Last time I checked it was cold enough that even I felt the bite of Old Man Winter. The lady must have departed straight from the church in one spitfire of a hurry. Post-ceremony, I noted, her rings were in place. One was a showy engagement sparkler, the other a more modest band with diamonds embedded in its gold surface. She had enough on one finger to buy the block, never mind the pricey trinkets hanging from her neck and wrists.


"You cold?" I asked. Her bare arms showed gooseflesh.


She considered, then nodded. The heat was down for the night; I took off my overcoat and draped it over her shoulders.


"You're nice. So polite," she said, pulling it close around her body like a blanket.


"Sometimes."


Escott kept a pint of Four Roses in the bottom left drawer—cheap stuff and strictly for clients in need of a knock-in-the-head bracer. I pulled it out and started toward the back room to get a glass, but the bride didn't wait. She had the cap off, bottle upended, and drained a quarter of it away in two shakes. It being her wedding day she had good reason to indulge, but still—impressive.


She slammed the bottle on the desk and whooped in a deep breath, her dark eyes watering. "Wow."


I'd given up drinking booze some while ago, but knew that Four Roses could peel varnish without much effort. "How may I help you, Miss—uh—Mrs.—?"


"Mrs. Jerome Kleinhaus Schubert as of an hour ago. I want you to find my husband."


"Uh."


Damn few things are a cause for flummoxing, but this peculiar situation had me nailed to the wall. Had Mrs. Schubert been a bad-tempered, gun-waving mug with one of the city's mobs I'd have known exactly what to do. Instead we traded stares for a long, much too-silent moment; then I remembered to fall back on procedure, and got out one of the agency's standard contracts, notepaper, and a fountain pen.


"Is that you?" She again pointed at the name.


"Mr. Escott's out of town. I'm his partner, Mr. Fleming. May I ask who referred you?"


She took a turn at assessing me. I was taller than average, leaner than some, and looked too young for my actual age of thirty-eight. Her gaze drifted upward. I removed my fedora and put it on the desk, and that summoned a glint of humor to her eyes. "Taxi driver. I told him I wanted a detective, and he took me straight here."


I peered between the blinds to the street below. A yellow cab was double-parked next to my Studebaker coupe. The driver waved up. I knew him slightly; he often hung out in front of my nightclub at closing, hoping to snag a late fare. It was no surprise that he knew about Escott's agency and that one or the other of us might be found there at odd hours. The club's doorman liked to chat when things were slow. They'd have plenty to gossip about with this development.


"Did you pay him?"


The bride glanced pointedly at her dress, which was unburdened by pockets, and she had no purse. "Put it on my bill. I'm good for it." She unpinned the trailing veil from her hair and began winding it loosely around one hand, apparently confident that her word alone was enough.


I hadn't said I'd accept the case, but decided this was one I couldn't miss. "No problem."


Excusing myself, I left to take care of her fare, trusting that she'd not run up an excessive amount in the brief time since her nuptials. I'm too much the optimist: the meter showed two-fifty. They must have come from across town. I gave the driver three bucks and asked if he knew what the hell was going on.


He was cheerful, shaking his head. "That dame shot out of St. Mike's like one of them human cannonballs. Boy, was she mad. Never seen anything like it. She spotted me, was yelling for a PI, an' I thought of you."


"You were driving past?"


"Nah, waiting for the wedding to end. There's always someone needin' a ride after. Weddin's and funerals is always good for business, right?"


On that point I had to agree. I thanked him and trotted back to my client. The Escott Agency undertook the carrying out of unpleasant errands for those with enough cash and a need for discretion. Escott flatly refused divorce work. Finding a missing groom was a gray area, but odds favored an easy fix. He'd probably succumbed to cold feet and was hiding out with friends. Why wait until after the ceremony, though?


I asked Mrs. Schubert some basic questions, scribbling her answers in shorthand. Soon as I heard her maiden name a light went on.


"Are you related to—?"


"Yes, Louie Huffman. He's my father."


My interest in the case went up a few notches, along with a sudden urge to back out before things got more complicated. I knew Huffman slightly. He hung out at another club—the Nightcrawler—with half the mobsters in the city. He wasn't a big-time boss like my pal Gordy Weems, but one of the lesser chiefs.


Which still made him someone I didn't care to cross. My friendship with Gordy provided a certain amount of insurance against bad guys getting stupid with me, but it wasn't something I ever tested. Huffman oversaw debt collection, and he was very good at it. He had a reputation for being almost as handy with a baseball bat as Capone. You paid your debt or got shattered kneecaps or disappeared entirely. It was pretty simple.


That he had a daughter should not have surprised me. Many of the mugs were family men, they just kept their work well separated from their home life.


I wondered if the groom owed money to his new father-in-law. "What happened at the wedding?"


Dorothy Schubert melted a little at the memory. "It was beautiful. My favorite flowers—Daddy had them shipped up special from Florida—and the music and everyone was there and it was perfect. Jerome was so handsome; he looked just like Ralph Bellamy in that tuxedo."


An instinct within tipped me off that a flood was on the way. She made another whooping noise, but by then I'd ducked into the back room and returned with a box of tissues. I had it in front of her just as the dam burst. She tore out a handful and bawled into them.


"I—thought—he—loved—me!" she howled.


Crying dames are nothing to be afraid of, but for the next few minutes part of me wanted to run like hell; another said to put an arm around her and go, "There-there." A much more sensible part kept me seated until she'd recovered enough to continue.


"We'd come back down the aisle and went to the church's social hall for the reception. I was just floating."


"No pictures?"


"Did those yesterday. Maybe I shouldn't have let him see me in my dress before the ceremony—no, that's silly—uh-uh-u …" She soaked another wad of tissues and blew her nose. "I'm sorry."


"It's okay. The reception?"


"We had a line and a big cake and we cut the cake and it was perfect. Then Jerome wasn't there."


"What do you mean?"


"I looked away for just a moment talking to someone, and he was just gone."


"Men's room?"


"No—I sent the best man to check. Then they all started looking for him. No one saw him leave. Some thought it was a joke. Jerome's a kidder, but he knows when to stop and this didn't stop. I stood all alone while the ushers turned the church inside out. Then I couldn't take it anymore. How dare he humiliate me like that?"


"Your father have anything to say about it?"


"I didn't ask. This is my problem, not his."


She dabbed at her puffy eyes, which were rather raccoonlike from smeared makeup. In the pause I heard several sets of shoes clomping up the stairs. No knock, the door was thrown open yet again with violence. The glass panel thankfully held.


The man who trundled in was Big Louie Huffman. The tuxedo did little to mitigate his fundamental toughness. He was built like a balding fireplug with a solid trunk, thick arms, and seemed to use his raw muscle to suppress the force inside. His daughter had inherited his pronounced nose and downturned mouth. On her they looked good; on him they were intimidating. He looked ready to take the building apart.


Flanking him in the now much smaller office were two large goons also dressed for the wedding. Their tailor had failed to get the padding right, so you could almost tell the make and caliber of what they kept in their shoulder holsters. Each had a hand inside the coat, ready to pull out and blast away.


I held myself very, very still. "Uh—Mrs. Schubert—?"


"Don't call her that," Huffman rumbled.


"Oh, Daddy," she said, her voice creaking with the threat of more tears. "How did you—?"


"Followed your cab. Dot, what are you doing here?"


"I'm taking care of my problem myself." For this she squared her shoulders and raised her chin. "Just like you tell me."


He pushed out his lower lip, eyes going narrow as he thought that one over. "You're a grown woman, you know your mind, but we should keep this in the family."


She lowered her head and made a low noise deep in her throat. When my girlfriend made that kind of sound I knew to take cover.


Apparently so did Huffman. Even the goons backed up a step.


"I want," she said in a disturbingly level tone, "an impartial outsider to deal with this. I know you want to help, but I need to do this my way."


He thought that one over as well, then focused on me. Recognition clicked in his expression. "You're Jack Fleming—that creep from Gordy's club."


It beat being called a number of other, more colorful, descriptives. There was a lady present, after all. "Good evening, Mr. Huffman."


"Dot, we'll find another man for the job."


She rose and faced her father. With him and the others there for comparison I noticed just how tall she was, being eye-level with them. "I want this guy. He's got very nice manners."


"He's still a creep, sugar bun. I've heard stories."


By that point I was hoping she'd listen to her father so as to spare the office from damage, but young Dorothy planted herself, fists on her hips, feet apart, ready for a fight. My coat slipped from her shoulders. She looked just as scary as Huffman, yet somehow vulnerable.


I've got a sad and fatal weakness for dames in need. "May I suggest—"


All three men rounded on me. I could handle them more easily than Dorothy having another crying jag. "Mr. Huffman, if you would speak with Gordy he'll tell you I'm stand-up. Perhaps you've also had to deal with the burden that comes from having an undeserved reputation."


"He talks like a lawyer," muttered the older goon on the left. I took him to be Huffman's first lieutenant.


"Gordy'll give you the true blue," I said, less formally. Actually, I'd been trying to mimic my Shakespeare-raised partner. I must be getting better at it.


Huffman considered that. "I'm sure he will, young man. But just so we're clear, be aware that my reputation is very much deserved."


"Yes, sir." Yet another reason to be polite and not make any fast moves. I dialed the number for the Nightcrawler club's office, and one of the guys put me right through to Gordy.


That, if nothing else, got Huffman's attention. I said hello, told Gordy I had a guest with a few questions, then gave my chair up to Huffman. The goons watched, ready to shoot if I sneezed wrong. They didn't worry me. Not much. Cautiously, I picked up my overcoat, redraped it on the bride, then stood by the windows and made an effort to look harmless. Bullets won't kill me, but damn, they cost me blood, hurt like hell, and I liked this suit.


I could hear both sides of the phone conversation. Huffman identified himself.


"Problem?" Gordy asked.


"My kid wants to hire Jack Fleming for something. He said to call you."


"Your kid picked right. Hire him for what?"


"Find a missing person. It's a family matter."


"Fleming's okay."


"I don't like him," said Huffman.


"Get over it."


"He'll keep his yap quiet?"


"Like the grave." Gordy was in rare humor. He knew all about me.


Huffman cradled the receiver, stood, and gave me the benefit of a very effective glower. With a look like that he didn't need a baseball bat to make his point with slow-to-pay gamblers. He spotted the fedora and picked it up, checking the label inside. "You bought this at Del Morio's."


"Yes, sir."


He glared at the rest of my attire and the coat on his daughter. "All that, too?"


"Yes, sir." What the hell?


He gave a grudging nod. "All right, Dot. You can have him, but Becker and Cooley here go along, too."


She emitted another growling sound. So did the goons. No one looked pleased. She glared at Huffman; the goons glared at me. Maybe they'd heard stories, too.


"As chaperon," said her father. "For my peace of mind."


"Whatever makes everyone happy," I said.


She shot me a dark glance. "Okay, but just Cooley."


I got the impression that this father—daughter team did a lot of bargaining. Huffman agreed.


"And I'm in charge. What I say goes," she added.


Huffman nodded again. "Fair enough. Got that, Cooley?"


Cooley grunted. He was about the same age as Huffman, made from the same brand of tough. Becker had half as many years and looked frustrated at not getting picked for the job. He settled for giving me a threatening stare. Eager beavers annoy me.


"Now what?" asked my client.


I fished my car keys out. "Let's go to church."









"STEP ON IT, WE HAVE TO HURRY," DOROTHY said as I pulled my coupe away from the curb. Cooley was a silent presence squashed between us, hard to ignore.


"Why?"


"Because the Pullman I reserved to get us to Niagara Falls leaves at midnight. I'll be on it with my husband or know the reason why."


"Could have mentioned that earlier. I can't guarantee we'll find him in time."


"If you don't, then I'll take my mother instead, I'm not wasting a perfectly good reservation. She likes Niagara. She went there with Daddy for her honeymoon. You married?"


"Not yet." I had hopes.


I'd proposed a number of times to my girlfriend, but she always turned me down. My being a vampire had nothing to do with it. With her singing and soon an acting career to look after, a boyfriend was okay, but not a husband. Apparently they take more work.


After one proposal too many she let me know the subject was closed, and if I opened it again she would get mad. Since she knows how to use a blackjack, most kinds of handguns, and even a crossbow, I decided there was no percentage in pressing things.


For the time being.


One of these nights she just might be in the right mood to say yes. When that happened I'd whisk her off to the nearest justice of the peace before she could change her mind.


"Your father gets his clothes at Del Morio's?" I asked.


"Uh-huh. He thinks very highly of Mr. Del Morio. If you buy there, then you're in."


"In what?"


"Daddy's good books. Mr. Del Morio doesn't sell to just anyone."


He hadn't sold to me, either, not knowingly. Not showing up in mirrors makes buying clothes awkward. Since my change I'd gotten into the habit of sneaking into the store after closing, helping myself, and writing up a sales receipt. I'd leave it and cash on the manager's desk with THANK YOU FROM LAMONT CRANSTON printed in block letters on the envelope.


I was a blood-drinking creature of the night, not a thief.









ST MICHAELS CHURCH WAS IMPOSING YET APPROACHABLE, WITH a picturesque steepled clock tower and white stone trim against red-brown brick walls. I drove past the front and got a good look at the big statue of St. Mike himself in its alcove above the main door. Must have been a tough job to get him in place. If I wasn't so chicken about heights I'd be tempted to float myself up for a closer look at the art.


The surrounding streets were choked with cars, but Dorothy directed me toward the back where lights showed in some windows on the ground floor; the wedding reception was still going strong. A few must have left early; I found a space.


As I slipped into it, Huffman and his remaining goon parked at the curb by a door and went inside first. He said he'd give some excuse to everyone.


"I hope he doesn't tell them Jerome and I had a fight," she said. "We never fight. What are you doing?"


I'd gotten out and was checking all the cars within view. A LaSalle parked a dozen yards away had steam on the windows. "What does Jerome look like?"


"He's handsome, like Ralph Bellamy, and wearing a tuxedo."


I looked at Cooley.


"Black hair, twenty-five, medium build, dime-size brown birthmark here." Cooley touched a finger to his jaw just under his right ear.


I crossed to the car with the steamed-over windows and yanked open the back door. The couple within screamed in unison, first shock, then outrage. Given my night vision the dim interior was no obstacle. The man did not look like Ralph Bellamy and lacked a birthmark—at least under his right ear. I tipped my hat, told them sorry, and slammed the door shut. The woman snarled, and there were loud clicks as someone belatedly locked things.


Dorothy emerged from the coupe, pulling my overcoat tight around her.


"Wasn't him," I reported.


"But Jerome would never—"


"Just covering the bases, Mrs. Schubert."


"I'm not used to hearing that. Call me Dorothy."


"What d'ya know, that's my favorite name tonight."


"And you're—"


"Jack." I started toward the church. "Inside."


"But they're all waiting to see me. I couldn't."


"Sure you can. You need to change clothes for the honeymoon."


"If there's going to be one."


"We've got a few hours." I offered my arm and took her in.


Good thing I don't have a problem about walking into churches or dealing with religious stuff, or I'd have to conduct my investigation in the parking lot. Cooley stalked behind. Like all good mobsters he had a poker face, but I thought the farce with the interrupted neckers had amused him.


People in fancy clothes were gathered in the hall, and a gaggle of bridesmaids rushed us, flinging questions. I winced at the noise in the small space and felt Dorothy flinch, her hand tightening on my arm.


"Pick one to help you change. I'll handle the rest," I murmured out the side of my mouth.


When the first wave subsided, she called the maid of honor over for help, and we were soon whisked off to some females-only area in the back. I was left in the hall outside the changing room with Cooley, half a dozen girls in matching blue satin gowns, stray wedding guests, and a lot of curiosity. No one knew who I was, but as I began asking questions they took me for a cop, and I was disinclined to correct them.


I got a lot of information about the wedding and the confusion following the groom's vanishing. It added up to what I'd already learned from Dorothy. By then the bride's mother, a formidable long-boned woman, sailed past, sparing me a single grim look but making no comment. When she went in to see her daughter, Cooley visibly relaxed.


"What?" I asked.


"Tough broad—uh—lady," he said.


"Oh, yeah?"


"Wouldn't want to be in Schubert's shoes if she gets hold of him. Nobody makes her kids cry."


I took the opportunity to get more background from him on the family. The Huffmans had produced four daughters, Dorothy being the eldest. If Big Louie planned to marry the other three off in similar high style he'd be giving his baseball bat a lot of wear to finance things. Maybe he'd arranged for Schubert to vanish, but it would have been cheaper to do that at the engagement stage.


"What's Schubert like?"


"Some college guy. He's okay. His people ain't hurtin'."


"What's their game? Jewelry?"


"Yeah."


I'd been kidding, thinking about the rocks Dorothy had worn. "You mean he's with Schubert Jewelers?" They were the biggest noise in five states for that kind of thing.


"Yeah, Siggy Schubert's only kid."


Good grief. "Has it occurred to anyone that he might have been kidnapped?"


From what I could read from Cooley's poker face, it had not.


"What'd you see tonight?" I asked.


"Usual stuff."


"How about unusual stuff?"


He shook his head. "I stuck with the boss. Didn't see nothin'. Dot started to get loud all of a sudden, yelling for Schubert, and next thing y'know she's running out the front. The boss took off after her, Becker 'n' me took off after him, then we followed her cab to your street."


"Not to the door?"


"Fast cabbie. He'd turned and was comin' back empty, so we knew he'd dropped her off."


"How did you—?"


"Car by the curb, light was on upstairs. Only one on the block."


Smart guy. "Anyone got a problem with Jerome?"


"The old man likes him, so's the ol—Mrs. Huffman."


"How 'bout the Schuberts? Any problem with them about Dorothy?"


"Not that I know."


"How do you feel about it?"


"Makes no diff to me. Boss's daughter does what she likes. Always has."


"You work tor him long?"


"What're you getting' at?"


"The boss's daughter is one sweet pippin."


"I ain't blind, but she's not worth my kneecaps."


"Who thinks she is?"


He clammed up, lips going thin, gaze directed elsewhere. Not so long ago, before some bad things happened that ripped away the ability, I'd have hypnotized it out of him. That door was now shut forever. Any attempt to open it would probably kill me.


I could try beating it out of him, but there was a matter of mob etiquette. By having Gordy vouch for me, I was effectively his representative. One of Gordy's boys getting into a donnybrook with one of Huffman's boys—not good for business. I had to behave.


That aside, I now knew there was someone here who thought Dorothy was worth risking possibly lethal trouble. Chances were good they'd be on the Huffmans' side of the church aisle or Cooley would have given me a name. Better, he and his pal Becker would have quietly taken care of it themselves, and I'd never even have met Dorothy.


I knocked on the changing room door.


"Not yet!" Someone within yelled.


I'd seen undressed females before. The view never fails to fascinate. I opened the door two inches and called through. "Dorothy? You decent?"


"Let him in, it's all right," she said.


Her mother did the honors, reluctantly, not giving me much space to squeeze through. She'd provided Dorothy's somewhat hatchety face, but the grim look was all hers. Mama tigers were less protective. "She's not ready," she stated.


Dorothy was on a chair, using a shoehorn to lever her feet into some obviously new mules. She had on a graceful blue traveling dress, just the thing for a new bride to wear on her honeymoon trip. "I am now, Momma. Let him by."


"Just a few questions, ma'am," I said to Mrs. Huffman. My hat was already off or I'd have tipped it to her.


"You're the one," she said. Apparently her husband had had a word with her.


I didn't have a reply that would preclude getting my face slapped, so I smiled meekly and nodded.


The place looked like the backstage dressing rooms at my club, but much larger. A tornado had roared through, leaving behind all manner of clothing, makeup, and other feminine debris. My girlfriend had the same kind of clutter in her bedroom. God knew how they kept track of it all.


My coat was draped over a table on top of some long flat boxes. Not knowing where I'd end up or for how long, I pulled it back on again. It smelled of Dorothy's perfume. Nice stuff.


The maid of honor was busy folding the wedding dress into another long box. She was enough like Dorothy to be a sister. From the near-smirk on her face, she would be the bratty one of the brood. She glanced past me, looking puzzled for a blank second. That's when I saw a full-length dressing mirror in a corner. I angled out of range before she got a solid gander and realized I was missing from its reflection of that part of the room.


Finished with the shodding, Dorothy stood, smoothing her skirt down. Her makeup had been repaired. Her eyes were still puffy, but clean of black tear trails. Nose powdered and with a funny little blue hat atop her dark head, she seemed ready for anything. Don't ask me why, but a woman in a hat always looks able to take on any emergency. "What is it, Jack?"


Mrs. Huffman's face twitched. Her daughter being on a first-name basis with the hired help was none too pleasing to the lady.


I guided Dorothy out of immediate earshot of family, taking care not to trip over a set of matched suitcases. They were monogrammed, one each for the bride and groom: D.H.S. and J.K.S., respectively. I'd have to pass that detail on to my girl. She'd think it was cute.


"Why did you pick Cooley over Becker for chaperone duty?" I asked.


"Uh-um—I just did." Dorothy blinked more than was necessary.


"For a reason."


She hemmed a little more, her voice going so low that I had to lean close to hear. "Becker likes me. But he'd never—I mean if he—well—Daddy would kill him."


"Becker likes you. How'd he handle you being engaged and married, then? You must have noticed."


Her face reddened under the powder. "Actually, no, I didn't. I was so caught up planning the wedding and being with Jerome—you think Becker's done something?"


"I don't know. What do you think?" Distracted or not by her nuptials, she knew more than I did about the household, what was normal and what was not.


"Now that you mention… he was hanging close during the cutting of the cake. And I don't remember seeing him afterward—but then I was looking for Jerome. We need to get him, make him talk!"


"Hold your horses. If all Becker's doing is carrying a torch, there's nothing to that, he'll get over it. You make a big fuss and your father—"


"Would kill him, yes."


"You understand that's a literal thing, right?"


"I know my father. He's why I wanted to handle this myself. I was afraid he'd blow his top with Jerome."


"He'd do the same with Becker—who could be innocent."


"We still have to make him talk."


"That can be arranged. Any other unrequited loves?"


"Umm—don't think so."


Someone thumped hard on the door. Mrs. Huffman opened it a crack, then backed off to allow in another middle-aged woman. She had on diamonds. Not many, but the fires sparking from them looked obscenely expensive. I made a guess that she was the groom's mother. She'd also been crying, and wasn't done with it yet.


"Gerty?" said Mrs. Huffman, abruptly unbending. "What's wrong?"


"We found it on the table with the wedding gifts!" Gerty waved a scrap of brown paper in one shaking fist. "Sheila—it's terrible!"


Mrs. Huffman read it, her face clouding over. "Louie will kill him for this!"


"For what?" Dorothy grabbed the paper. "Oh, my God. Momma, you can't let Daddy know."


"Too late, he already does," wailed Gerty.


The maid of honor crowded in and had her turn to read and react. She dropped the scrap, scampered from the room, and about two seconds later screams of fury and dismay from the bridesmaids erupted in the hall. Another minute and whatever it was would make the Tribune's bulldog edition.


Gerty was sheet white. "Sheila, you've got to stop Louie from doing anything. This has to be some kind of mistake. This isn't like Jerome—I raised him better than that."


I picked up the paper and read:


  


Dear Dot,


I can't be your husband. Annul the wedding. I won't bother you again.


Jerome K. Schubert


  


There were things about the note that bothered me, but what jumped out the strongest was the scent of human blood on the paper.









THOUGH I DON'T BREATHE REGULARLY I TEND TO notice bloodsmell. It comes with my condition, no escape. That telltale whiff stopped me cold. Maybe Jerome had cut himself shaving… and maybe I'd take up sunbathing on Michigan Avenue.


Two edges of the crumpled sheet were uneven, torn from something larger. The writer could have lifted this from any waste-basket between here and the lake. No one puts a good-bye note in pencil on parcel wrap, though. Someone had been in a hurry and probably improvising.


I turned the sheet over. The back was marred with ordinary grime which served along with the dark paper to obscure the rusty traces of blood. It was not more than an hour old.


Dorothy looked like she'd taken a gut punch and jerked when I touched her arm. "Over here," I muttered, tugging.


There was no booze handy this time, so I made her sit and dropped on one knee before her, taking one of her cold hands. It was a parody of a proposal tableau, but no one was smiling.


"Dorothy." I said it sharply. "Come on, snap out of it. The note's fake."


She shook her head and blinked. "What? How do you know?"


"You're going to tell me." I nodded at the monogrammed suitcases. "That's what you were taking to the train station?"


"Some of it. The trunks are already aboard."


"Right. Well, if Jerome had run off on his own don't you think he'd stop here on his way out to grab a packed bag?"


"Maybe—unless he went back to his parents' house."


"Let's figure he didn't. Look at the note. Is this his handwriting?"


"It's uneven… but yes."


I chose to take that as good news and had to hope he was still alive. "Next, what's he call you?"


"Darling… sweetheart… Dorry-kins…"


"Name? Dot or Dorothy?"


"Dorothy. Only my family calls me—Oh, no. You can't mean—"


"Not done yet. How about Becker and Cooley? They call you Dot, right?"


Her brown eyes started to kindle, and she made that dangerous back of the throat sound. "If they've laid a finger on my Jerome—"


"Atta girl. Now read it again. What's wrong with it?"


She did so. " 'Annul the wedding'? He wouldn't say that, he'd say 'marriage.' And he'd never sign his name with me. He always signs a J followed by a dash. Someone made him write this?"


"Looks it." She started to rise; I pulled her down. "But you've got to play like you believe it. Someone could be watching your reaction."


"But I have to—"


"That's my job. You know the layout of this church? The whole shebang?"


"Most of it."


"Make me a general sketch. I want to poke around and not have to ask directions."


"You think he's still here?"


"If only one person was in on it—maybe. Otherwise I'm just eliminating possibilities."


"But the ushers searched everywhere."


"Then they missed something." Like being able to pick up bloodsmell in the air. "Do the sketch and make like you believe the note. Ask for your father to come back here. If he's with you then he won't be hunting for Jerome."









DOROTHY SLIPPED ME HER ROUGH MAP JUST AS Louie Huffman arrived. He looked like a bear with a headache, but didn't let that roll along to his daughter. I'd suggested she let her parents know the note was a fake, and that they not share the information with anyone. The three of them went off in a corner, heads together, expressions grim. If it turned out that Jerome had disappeared himself after all, then it was his own hard luck if the Huffmans ever caught up with him.


Missing from the picture were Cooley and Becker. A different set of armed goons in imperfectly fitting tuxedos stood guard at a respectful distance. I asked after the missing lieutenants. Cooley was down the hall; no one knew where Becker was.


I was just guessing about a possibly lovesick Becker being the perpetrator. That would make things simpler, but any of the mob muscle working for Huffman could be behind it. This shenanigan might not be about removing a rival for Dorothy, but a diversion. For all I knew Siggy Schubert could have been slipped a ransom note on the side. He was damned rich.


No point questioning him just yet. I had to let this play out as expected and keep my eyes open.


Since Jerome had vanished from the reception hall, I went there first.


A couple questions got me the location of where he'd last been with the bride: at a table shaking hands and helping serve out wedding cake. The table was in front of double doors leading to a kitchen where a number of ladies were washing up and in deep discussion about current events. There was a collective pause when I walked in. I smiled and gave a "don't mind me" wave, checking for other doors. One led to the outside, another to a different hall. Either worked well for a fast exit.


It wouldn't take much for someone to sidle next to Jerome, jam a gun muzzle into his ribs, and tell him to come along quietly. Done right and it would seem as though he'd truly vanished. Take him into the kitchen, then where—outside to a car trunk or stash him in a quiet spot in the church to write a note to the bride?


"Excuse me—were any of you ladies here when the groom went missing?"


That netted me half a dozen replies at once. I finally got that they'd been away to see the cake-cutting and get a closer look at the wedding dress. Only one had remained in the kitchen, and she'd not noticed anybody ducking outside.


I thanked them and tried the hall. Dorothy's map got vague at this point. St. Mike's was pretty huge.


The lights were out, indicating the area was closed for the night, but there was enough glow from the windows to allow me to navigate. More doors lined the wall opposite, and I tried a few. Classrooms and meeting rooms. I made fast work of them, listening for heartbeats, sniffing for blood.


A broom closet stinking of floor polish, old rags, and dust came up trumps. On the floor was a cravat; its dark blue matched the color of the bridesmaids' dresses.


Bloodsmell. All over it.


A broad stain on the material made my corner teeth itch.


Still damp. If Jerome had bled that much… damn.


I backed out and checked the polished floor for blood spots. None visible, but two parallel drag marks such as might be made by shoe heels led farther into the building. I'm no trail scout, but they were as good as a neon arrow.


They ended at a stairway going down into profound blackness and silence. I looked for a light switch, but the walls were clean.


Dammit.


My eyes could make use of the least little shard of light—if it was present. An interior chamber like this put me back on a level with normal humans. Maybe this check had discouraged the ushers on their initial search for Jerome. Couldn't blame them; it sure as hell had me hesitating.


It's wholly irrational and no one knows of it because it is a source of great personal embarrassment to me, but I hate the dark. Forget an ordinary dim room, I'm talking about the kind of utter absence of light that makes you think you've gone blind. That's enough to freeze me. I always have to fight off a stab of panic.


Crazy enough for a grown man, but a vampire?


I've got reasons. Bad things have happened to me, and though much took place in well-lighted spots, enough occurred in pitch blackness to leave permanent scars.


Wincing, I pushed forward. I couldn't let it keep me from doing my job. If my partner had been along I'd have bulldozed ahead, bolstered by his moral support and dry humor. On my own I had time to imagine and remember past terrors.


I made it to the first landing before my nerve gave out and I stumbled back again, getting away from whatever creepy things lurked unseen below.


Stupid, stupid, STUPID.


I couldn't kid myself out of it, either. It hadn't been so very long ago that I'd been trapped and helpless in another black cellar. The memory was only too ready to surface. I closed my hands on a banister rail to keep them from shaking.


Schubert didn't have time for this. Chances were good that he was down there in need of help. I took a deep cleansing breath to clear my head… and picked up a faint trace of blood-smell.


Damn. I had to force myself no matter what, but internal terrors aside, it was truly dangerous to go blundering around in unknown territory. I needed a flashlight or—


Oh. Big Catholic church. If anyone had candles by the gross…


A minute later, sheepish and annoyed, I took the stairs with considerably more confidence. I found candles and a box of matches in the broom closet. They made me sane again.


I see more by a single candle flame than other people can get from a lightbulb's glow, but a flame jiggles. Shadows dancing and leaping in the corners spook me the same as anyone else; I took it slow and listened.


The only noise was above and behind me. Someone came striding up the hall at a good clip, closing on the stairs. I didn't want to be caught, so I vanished.


Handy talent. Now I was one of the creepy things lurking unseen.


Pressing my amorphous presence against a wall, I floated gently downward until coming to a turn, then held myself out of the way in the corner. My hearing was muffled in this state; all I could tell about the newcomer was that he seemed to be alone. I waited until he was well past before going solid again.


Returned to reality as well, the candle burned cheerfully bright. Huh. I'd known that might be a possibility, but it's still interesting to see firsthand.


I eased down a little farther, then halted again and vanished as a second person followed the other guy. He had his shoes off, moving along swift and quiet.


The temptation to reappear behind him and lay a hand on his shoulder like Death's harbinger was very strong, but I resisted. When this one was well ahead I took form again and listened, but apparently he was the caboose of the train.


They must have had flashlights. Past the glow of my one flame I picked up the brighter radiance of modern invention playing against the walls of the bottom landing.


It faded, though. I hustled to catch up.


The basement was enormous and used for storage, lots of storage. All kinds of stuff, ecclesiastical and other, more worldly items, filled the place to the ceiling. Tables, stacks of chairs, candle stands of every shape and size, sporting equipment, folding beds, and a thousand dusty crates kept me from seeing very far into a maze of junk.


Deep into the jumble someone had left on a light. I moved toward it. My candle was a liability. I pinched it out.


Just a fraction too late I caught a surge of movement on my left.


Something cracked against my shins and down I dropped. In the background against that burst of pain I heard a woman gasp and let fly with a short scream. Almost at the same instant something far worse slammed into the back of my skull. I kept on dropping, but was unaware of hitting bottom.


It was cold there, though. Really cold.









IF I GET HURT BADLY ENOUGH VANISHING IS an involuntary thing. My body simply takes over and gets me away from whatever grief has inflicted itself—unless the injury involves wood. I don't know why, and I sure as hell try to avoid it, but wood hates me. It shorts out my disappearing act, leaving behind what others might mistake for a dead body. I go completely inert, no breathing or heartbeat, dilated and fixed pupils, the works.


Considering my circumstances as awareness trickled back, being dead was a pleasant alternative.


I lay on my back, limbs sprawled, and an unbearable pressure between my ears had the world spinning. Eyes open or shut, it made no difference. Muscles twitching, I wanted to vanish and thus heal, but wouldn't be able to until the shock wore off.


That would take a while. My head would have to be smashed flat by a steamroller to feel better. I took care to keep still and not groan.


When raising my eyelids seemed like something that could be done without too much agony, I gave it a try.


Not good. Pitch black all around, but the head pain was distracting and staved off the usual stutter of panic. When I'd recovered enough that the darkness bothered me I snarled at the monsters hiding there. In my present mood I'd strangle anything within reach… when I could move again. Getting what should have been a fatal bash to the brain had tossed my nebulous fears into the next county.


After a few minutes I figured out someone had thrown a tarp over me. That's what you do with the dead, cover 'em up because it could be catching. Entirely true: soon as I was able, I would kill someone for this.


Before long I thought sitting up wouldn't be too bad, and it wasn't—it was horrendous. I pushed off the tarp and let my body get used to being almost vertical. Whatever light had been on was gone now.


Sluggish memory reminded me I should still have matches and candles in my pockets. I made my unsteady fingers work and fired up a match.


That was bright. Ow.


I lit a candle and checked around. Someone had dragged me off the main path, stashing me by a battered old table. Record books and clipboards suggested that it served as a work desk for some fearless soul. A bare bulb with a frayed string pull dangled temptingly overhead.


Getting to my feet was hard, but once there it wasn't unbearable so long as I didn't move my head much. I yanked the light on, bathing the place in twenty-five watts of electric glory.


No one came charging from the remaining shadows. I was happy.


Having been through this before I knew better than to touch the sore spot on my head. Nothing good ever came of that. Bloodsmell hung in the still air, but wasn't mine. It was some lingering trace of the trail I'd followed, meaning the damage hadn't broken my skin, probably due to—


Where the hell was my hat?


I squinted around in the too-bright light. No hat. That made me mad. I liked that fedora.


No, I wasn't thinking straight, but after the whack I'd gotten I was doing pretty damned good.


Staggering down the maze, I found my now rumpled topper on a crate along with my first candle. Its wax was still soft, not more than five minutes had passed since the attack. Damn, I hurt worse than a lousy five minutes' worth of unconsciousness. Someone had blended the items into the general junk. Add a little dust and they'd stay lost in the background for years.


Was that the plan for the missing Jerome Schubert? I looked at the mountains of tarp-shrouded boxes with fresh unease, and listened hard, but no sound of a heartbeat came from any of them. Good if he was alive, really bad if he was not.


Off to the side on the bare cement floor lay a woman's shoes. They might have been my client's new mules, but female footwear all looks the same to me. I thought I'd recognized her tone in that gasp and brief scream. Perhaps she'd followed me. When I got clobbered, she sensibly ran. If she was anywhere near I'd have heard her.


Farther into the basement, then, where there was at least one bad guy who'd already decked me. No chance that he would get a second try.


I was still armed, my .38 Detective Special snug in its shoulder rig, but if Dorothy was down here I was reluctant to start slinging lead, however much someone deserved it. This place was full of alternative weapons, though, and in two seconds I had the reassuring weight of a genuine Louisville Slugger in one hand. For all I knew it could have been the same hunk of wood applied so effectively on my shins and skull.


Which still hurt. I limped along until the faint lub-dub of a heartbeat teased at my eardrums.


Not far ahead.


Loose-limbed and dazed, Cooley lay in the glare cast by another hanging bulb that had been left on. As I came within his field of view his eyelids flickered with awareness but no real conviction. He looked the way I felt, which was damned awful. Someone had lambasted him good, which was tough luck for the guy. At the same time I wondered what he was doing here. His heartbeat told me he wasn't a member of my particular union, so he couldn't have been following the scent of blood.


I set the bat and candle to one side, patted down his pockets, and found a flask. Plenty of people had gotten into the habit of carrying one during Prohibition. Back during my non-blood-drinking days I'd done the same. His was silver-plated with a cap that doubled as a shot glass. Nice. I dribbled half a finger's worth of hooch in and held it to his lips, careful not to move his head. He wouldn't thank me for that.


The smell of the stuff was about as appealing as gasoline, but I still felt an urge to take a sip as well. Fresh blood was my only poison now, but I could wait.


Cooley choked down his booze and grimaced.


"Who's the bad guy?" I asked. "Becker?"


He growled.


"Where is he?"


Another growl, accompanied by his right hand flapping once against the floor. I took that to mean Becker was not too far ahead.


"Is Dorothy with him?"


"Donno," he managed to say with some effort.


I gave him another shot of firewater, pulled a tarp from something, and covered him to the chin. Maybe I don't feel it much anymore, but it had to be cold down here. His eyes flickered again, puzzlement crossed with I wasn't sure what. Some of these tough guys don't know how to react to common decency.


Snagging up the bat and snuffing the candle, I moved on, trying to be quiet by going on the balls of my feet. In my own ears I sounded like a stampede. At least someone was leaving the lights on ahead.


Before long I picked up the faintest mutter of voices. The speakers were around a corner made of thick support pillars and shelving. Some of the stuff must have been down here since before the Spanish-American War.


A man and woman were arguing, the tones intense.


I peered around a final obstacle.


Becker was faced away from me, arms down stiff at his sides, hands clenched, a baseball bat in one fist. Sometimes I hate being right.


Dorothy, flatfooted without her shoes, was backed into a dead end, this part of the maze stopped by a brick wall. For all that, she looked defiant and sounded dangerously angry. "Tell me where he is."


"You need to get out of here," said Becker. It had the tired cadence of repetition.


"Not without my husband."


"You go back upstairs and don't say nothin' to—"


In the time it took them to make that exchange I'd slipped behind Becker and with remarkable restraint lightly swatted the back of his head with the slugger, using just enough force to rattle him. He dropped, stunned to immobility, but not unconscious. I kicked his own bat away and put my foot on his throat.


Dorothy stared at me, mouth wide open, big brown eyes popping.


I grinned back. Though my corner teeth weren't out it still seemed to scare her. "You okay?"


"I thought he'd killed you! When you fell and didn't move and—"


"Not even close. Where's Jerome?"


That jarred her from further questions about my miraculous recovery. "I don't know." She looked down at Becker, eyes going hard. "Yet." She picked up his bat and hefted it.


"Let's just get out of here, find your father, and…"


She shook her head. "My problem, and I will take care of it."


I heard the scrape and scuff as someone approached. Cooley rounded the corner, wobbly, but with his gun in hand. He took in the little scene, scowled at Becker, then holstered the gat.


"Cooley," she snapped, "where's Jerome?"


He started to shake his head, then stopped, one hand half-raised to touch the sore spot. He must have known better too, and turned it into a shrugging gesture. "Donno. I thought he might and followed him down here." He pointed at me.


"Why would I know?" I asked, surprised.


"I hear stuff. You get results an' no one can figure out how. You seemed to be on top of things."


Only partially, after I'd picked up on the scent of blood. Clearly he'd missed my ignominious retreat up the stairs away from the big bad dark below. The rest had been luck. The sour kind. My head…


"You followed him, and I followed you," said Dorothy. "And Becker was here already. Jerome must be here too, right?" She looked to me for concurrence.


I stalled, using the moment to sniff the stale air for blood—nothing—and listen for a fourth heartbeat in the immediate area. The three that were present would mask its sound. "We'll have to search."


"This place is too big, and I'm in a hurry. Slap it out of Becker."


"What?"


"You heard me."


I'd have thought she'd seen one too many Cagney movies but for the fact she was her father's daughter. "Uh… well…"


"You're not going sissy on me, are you?"


Cooley stepped in to rescue me. "He can't, Dot."


"Why not? I hired him."


"He's friends with Northside Gordy. Your pop works for him, but in a sideways kind of direction. If you have Fleming beating up one of your pop's guys, that could make for trouble. Big Louie would have to retaliate on this guy, and then Gordy would have to retaliate on Louie."


She steamed and stewed, but offered no counterargument, just a single contempt-laden comment. "Politics."


"Yeah," I said. "Sorry."


"All right. Will it start a gang war if you two just tied Becker up for me?"


We consulted with a wordless exchange of looks. "We can do that," I said.


"Yeah, we can do that," Cooley echoed.


He was pretty gray in the gills. I was a little better recovered and did the honors after finding a coil of rope.


Dorothy was specific about how she wanted Becker immobilized. Being in no condition to object, he was soon wrapped tight in a hemp cocoon. While I was busy Dorothy found a stack of folded tarps and dragged them down, filling the air with dust. She and Cooley sneezed, but I was immune so long as I didn't breathe.


Becker revived enough from my gentle tap to sneeze too.


Dorothy paused, throwing him a Medusa's stare, and he did go still. "Where's Jerome?"


"He's not right for you, Dot."


"And you are?"


"I'm a better man than him."


"I can almost see why you'd think that. But brass tacks—I get the final say, and that's what matters. I love him, not you. Now where is he?"


"Cooley, you tell her that I—"


"Leave me out of it!" Cooley snarled. "I told you to stay clear of her. You're an idiot, ask anyone." He sank to the floor, his back to some junk, and took a swig from his flask. He seemed content to watch but not interfere. That was a reasonable course to me. I remained standing, using my bat for a cane to keep me steady.


Dorothy leaned in close. "Becker. Look at me. Tell me where Jerome is, and we'll keep this between ourselves. Even Daddy won't know."


"I don't care if the boss finds out!"


If that was her trump card, she didn't seem disappointed by his reaction. "You should."


"He can do what he likes, I'm saving you from—"


She picked up his baseball bat and gave it an experimental swing.


Becker went white, but kept the stubborn face. "You wouldn't."


"If Daddy was here, probably not. He'd do it himself, and probably kill you before you talked. But this is your lucky night. I'm here instead."


"Aw, Dot," said Cooley, "you don't wanna do that."


"Yes, I do."


"You could really hurt him."


"Exactly." Her gaze never left Becker.


"I mean you could kill him. Accidental-like."


"If I kill him it will be entirely on purpose. But that won't happen. He'll wish he was dead, though."


She dropped the bat and began throwing folded tarps across Becker's tied-up body. He tried to roll around to get out from under, but their combined weight got to be too much. In a very short time he was nearly gone from view except for his head. Must have been hot, I thought, watching his face go red from either heat or rising fury.


"Dot…" he said. "You need to—"


"Where's Jerome?" she asked, picking up the bat and tapping the fat end against the cement floor.


When he didn't reply, she raised it high and brought it down hard across his tarp-insulated midsection.


Cooley yelled something, but it was drowned out by Becker's much louder, outraged bellow. Despite the thick layers of canvas he'd obviously felt the force of it. Never underestimate the determination of a woman being deprived of her honeymoon.


Dorothy took a few more swings, full power, then paused to sneeze. Each time she connected, more dust got thrown up. I offered her my handkerchief. She gave me a sweet, heart-melting look of gratitude and noisily blew her nose. "You're so polite," she said.


I didn't know what to say to that and stepped out of range as she wound up for another inning.


"Dorothy!"


We all froze—except for Becker, of course—as Mrs. Huffman stepped into the improvised arena. With her was Mrs. Schubert. Both ladies were wide of eye.


"What are you doing?" demanded the mother of the bride.


Dorothy lifted her chin, resting the bat on her shoulder. "He knows where Jerome is. I'm persuading him to cooperate." She gave a brief meant-to-be-reassuring nod at her shocked mother-in-law.


"Oh, Sylvia," said Mrs. Schubert.


"You're right, Gerty." Mrs. Huffman stepped forward. "This isn't the way to do it." She pulled a four-inch-thick layer of tarp from Becker and glanced at her daughter. "Too much padding, dear. He won't feel anything with that much in the way. Try it now."


"Sylvia! We're in church!" Mrs. Schubert pointed out.


"Just the basement. It doesn't count. If this was the sanctuary it would be completely different."


"Well, if you're sure…"


She put an arm around other woman's shoulder and gave a reassuring squeeze. "Your Jerome is family now. We look after our own." Mrs. Huffman offered suggestions on where best to strike to get a faster result.


Dorothy slammed the bat down, clearly in a take-no-prisoners mood.


Cooley and I winced.


Becker howled. I didn't think he could get louder at it, but he managed. At one point he tried to babble to Mrs. Huffman that he was in love with Dorothy, but it cut no ice with her.


"Sweetheart," she addressed her daughter, who'd paused again. "Make him fall out of love with you."


Dorothy made that ominous back-of-the-throat sound and obliged, having gained her second wind.


Mrs. Huffman glanced at Cooley. "You will see to it that this fellow leaves town?"


"Yes, ma'am," he humbly replied.


"If there's anything left of him," I added.


I got a hard, haughty look from the lady. "Young man, he won't even show a bruise."


That set me wondering if she was the source of Big Louie Huffman's reputation for swift persuasion. Maybe behind every successful man stands a woman—holding a baseball bat.


Wham, thump, wham. I winced again, sympathetic, but not about to get in the middle of the proceedings.


It seemed to take longer, but a couple minutes later Becker cracked. His color had gone from white fear to red anger and finally bilious green as he blurted out where he'd hidden Jerome. Now I stepped in quick, threw off the tarps, and rolled him on his side. The pounding had a predictable effect on his digestive tract, and I didn't think it a good thing for him to choke to death in front of the ladies. They withdrew from the immediate area, hands over their noses, and went after Dorothy as she darted off to find her husband.


Moving more slowly, I followed the women back to the old table where I'd been dragged. There was a door in the shadows I'd not noticed earlier, distracted as I was by the skull-busting. Dorothy was trying to pry it open with a crowbar.


"Jack! I'm not strong enough—could you—?"


No problem. I didn't need the crowbar, but used it anyway. No point in impressing them by ripping the doorknob from the thick panel; I might have to pay for it. A minimum amount of elbow grease popped the door wide. Dorothy rushed in, crying Jerome's name, kneeling and covering him with kisses.


He was tied, gagged, and groggy, with blood down the front of his once-pristine white shirt—from a punch in the nose, it turned out.


And dammit, he did look like Ralph Bellamy.


Once free and able to catch his breath Schubert filled in the blanks while the women fussed over him.


At the cake-cutting Becker had threatened to ventilate him unless he came along quietly at gunpoint. Schubert was too surprised even to think to fight until they were in the hall broom closet. Becker had been itching to punch him for weeks. One smack in the kisser did the trick. That satisfaction taken, he'd forced Schubert to write the good-bye note, which he'd done with one hand holding the pencil, the other pressing the blue cravat to his bloody nose. For all that, he'd tried to put in a few clues that would make the note read wrong. Smart guy.


Then Becker coshed him solid and dragged the unconscious groom down to the basement. With Schubert safely stowed, Becker was free to resume goon duties for his boss until such time as he could return and permanently remove his rival. The bride's violent reaction and bringing in outside help must have been a shock.


Dorothy enthusiastically gave credit where it was due, and Schubert shook my hand. I don't think one word in ten was getting through to him, but he was willing to agree with his wife. If he continued doing that I figured they'd have a long and happy partnership.


As it seemed only right, I asked and was allowed to kiss the bride. My chaste peck on the cheek made her blush. Then the mothers stepped in and insisted everyone go back upstairs. They'd already decided to tell their guests the whole thing was an elaborate wedding prank that had gotten out of hand.


Soon as they were far enough away, I vanished, cutting myself off from the head and shin pain. That was almost as good as kissing Dorothy. As I floated in the gray nothingness I wished them a happy celebration in their Niagara-bound Pullman.


Then I wondered what my girlfriend was up to; plenty of time to call on her, see if she might be in the mood for some amiable canoodling. How many other couples who had attended the wedding would have similar thoughts in line with the bride and groom's wedding night?


When I went solid again the headache was gone along with the bruises. I was tired from the healing, but straight-from-the-vein refreshment at the Stockyards or even a pint of red from a butcher shop would take care of that.


I still had some cleanup work to do, though, not unlike those ladies in the kitchen, but with more heavy lifting involved.


Cooley was where I'd left him, taking it easy on the floor while scowling at the miserable rope-swathed bundle before him. When I returned, he tiredly levered himself upright, pulled out a knife, and cut Becker free. "We need to get him outta here before Big Louie steps in."


He took it for granted that I'd help him. Well, why not?


"The kid's okay," Cooley went on, "but an idiot for skirts."


"Aren't we all?"


"Yeah, but use a little judgment on which skirt you fall for."


"Like Mrs. Huffman?"


That shot got me a sharp look, and for an instant before covering it up he looked like a raw and vulnerable kid himself. Maybe some twenty years ago Mrs. Huffman had used similar means to make him fall out of love with her.


"Oh, yeah," he said slowly. "I hear stories about you. You don't go spreadin' that one, punk."


I raised both hands in a "not me" gesture. "It stays right here, pal. Like the lady said, we're in a church."


He grunted and, with more care than I'd have given him credit for, helped get the luckless Becker to his unsteady feet.
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