
...Won’t Dance Humphrey Bogart Won’t Dance 

  by Rebecca Rowley

Let’s pretend it’s 1947. The clock has just struck 3:00 a.m. on the 
kind of  morning that jazzmen write about. Moonlight and neon filter in 
through my office blinds while I play a bluesy sax theme in my head. This 
day, just hours old, already has the feel of  a Bogart flick. In daylight, I 
may be a bookkeeper for a glorified fish monger, but in these dark hours, 
after the warehouse has gone silent, I meet my calling. A paper private eye 
solving crime in the gears of  my typewriter.

Alester Morton, P.I.

I watch the door, anticipating some sleek dame in red silk to come 
bursting in with problems, a doll who wears her clothes like a second skin 
with murder most foul resting on the tips of  her manicured nails. I want 
her to bring me a case full of  nighttime romps, plenty of  black eyes and 
blue moods. Yet, I sit alone in the dark with an imagined Bogart voiceover. 
So, I start writing. 

Something about the uneven crystalline water in the harbor 
unsettled me. The waves lost their usual rhythmic flow. The 
body had been weighted enough to keep it under the waves, 
but the laws of dead wood gave it a natural rise. Someone 
hadn’t done their job right.

But now what?

Outside my window I can see the moon hanging bloated and white. 
To the east, lights flicker across five city blocks. The glaze of  rain on the 
streets glitter with the green fingers of  traffic lights and red neon signs on 
motel posts. I can hear the streets humming with the vibration of  police 
sirens. A steady stream of  black cars snake around the corner, headlights 
turned off. Meanwhile, a lone sedan speeds away from the harbor and 
then disappears around the corner of  Sparrow Road and Monroe Blvd. 
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I close my eyes for a moment and imagine the police station 
bubbling with the latest unsolved homicide—corpse still dripping, suspects 
laying out alibis like blueprints, press agents scrambling for morsels. All 
while some half-conscious officer cuts the body out of  its weighted net, 
the falling drops infused with red. All that tension caught in moonlight; all 
that drama begging to appear in print. 

I open my eyes and face my reality. By the time I could get out 
of  my office to go find the story’s trail, the mistress would already be 
under interrogation. The business partner would have fled. Cops would 
be smoking dime cigars with six-hour-old coffee stains on their button 
down shirts. Ordinary gumshoes would have infiltrated the unit for clues, 
leaving nothing original for me. 

The story has probably already been done. Over. Finished. And 
released. 

I know I need something new. So, I tear the page of  trite clichés 
from my typewriter and fed a hungry new sheet into the rollers, where it 
will then wait for inspiration.

The four o’clock hour is easing toward five. I adjust and readjust 
my eyes to the dull blue light turning gold and dividing the horizon from 
the water’s edge. I open my pane a little further and catch a wafting scent 
of  perfume and guilty perspiration. A half-open motel window east of  
the harbor catches my attention. The curtains sway in the breeze of  a 
late night rendezvous. Maybe a wife charges in. Maybe there is a gunshot 
masked by the fog sirens and gusty wind. 

Only, I hear nothing.
The first spire of  sunlight crests the horizon and I begin returning 

my desk to business order in anticipation of  another day. Before bidding 
my fantasy life farewell for another night, I gaze out at the harbor and the 
looming cityscape.

The sun does not signal the start of  a new day but the end of  
another long night of  missed opportunity. Stories of  long-legged intrigue 
fade with the dawn. Fictional criminals crawl off  with the evacuating 
darkness. Another mug shot yellows. Another lipstick smear gets washed 
off  a glass. The bleaching rays of  daylight wipe out the cold truth of  the 
city and give way to muddled morning confusion. Average citizens
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will soon take to the sidewalks and smudge the fingerprints on storefront 
windows, telephone booths and park benches. All the while, I sit alone 
with not a word on the page, helpless as another night’s story shall soon 
become contaminated by the simple, cluttered nonsense of  the day. 

But then my eyes glance downward. From my vantage point two 
stories above the harbor, I watch a shadow slink around in the maze of  
dark corners in the distance. I drop my gaze to the alley and glimpse a 
running shadow. It’s hard to tell in the gray light but the figure moves as 
if  searching for something through the windows of  the warehouse. The 
shadow dodges left and right. But ultimately, a simple look won’t do. The 
dark silhouette darts to the cove of  my building’s entry. If  I strain my ears, 
I can almost hear a pin slip in, the lock jiggle, the latch pop, and the hinges 
yawn. 

Feeling bold like Bogart, I carry myself  toward the hall and take a 
post in the doorway. To my left, the corridor lays black and short. To my 
right, the walls are speckled with administrative doors, cracked panels, 
and a gridded window over the stairwell. Its checked panes offer a glimpse 
of  the city skyline, but no threats below it.

In my head, I begin a monologue that my character would preach 
about facing hard times in small spaces because he made the mistake of  
helping a friend out of  a jam. I’m ready to jump back to my typewriter 
to take notes when I hear a bump and squeal like a door handle being 
twisted off. A dragging scratch follows as if  the intruder has a turned ankle 
that announces him when he walks. Next comes a thump. A rattle, a tick 
and a hum. 

If  I’d been holding a notepad, I could have sketched him just from 
the sounds. The intruder: heavy and square with rusty stubble and half  
moon eyes. In my story, he would be wearing leather and stained denim. 
His pocket would bulge with his weapon of  choice. A wrench perhaps? 
No, make that a knife, a knife with a thick handle that burly men use on 
fishing boats. No, better yet, a fragment of  a saw blade. If  I can only keep 
the momentum long enough to get back to my blank pages.

A splintering squeak and a sharp metallic ping send a shiver from 
my ankles to my shoulder blades. I turn a brave front toward the stairs 
and a quivering back to my office. My nerves are ready to tango quietly 
back to the safety of  my typewriter, but I remind myself  that Bogart never 
backed down. 
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My left leg extends in a whopping stride. I puff  out my chest to 
show any intruder that he isn’t messing with an average man. I lengthen 
my neck and roll my gaze down the uneven steps leading to the warehouse 
floor. The shadows below are still; whereas, mine have the shakes.

A grainy waft of  dust spins up without warning as I begin my 
descent down the stairs. It’s all I can do not to choke on the particles and 
give away my position.

Below the stairs comes a thump-whack. A second later, a shim-
shoop. My hands curl into fists, reminding me they hold no weapon of  
any kind. My trim frame won’t project much of  a threat to an escaped 
convict with a shiv in one hand and a chain in the other. 

I pause on the last step. The warehouse floor is bare of  inventory 
and slightly cluttered with supplies. Threads of  shadows tangle across 
the concrete floor like an open-weave blanket. My eyes stretched and 
adjusted to the dim light. No motion. 
No damsel’s cry. 

I fill my throat with bravery and 
cry, “Who’s there?”

My voice crackes like a choir 
boy, echoing back to me. I lower my 
octave and speak again.

“The police are on their way. 
Now’s the time to run.”

The darkness offers no response.
“I’ll give you to the count of  

eight and then it’s you and me.”
I click my tongue to simulate the sound of  a hammer being pulled 

back on a gun. The darkness responds with a thud and a soft drag.
I stomp my foot suddenly, hoping to rouse the intruder with an 

unexpected noise and pray he doesn’t have a gun. My efforts rouse only 
some debris lying on the step. I stomp again. Something in the dark clinks. 
I see a small metal object rolling towards me. Whether it’s a dime or a 
bullet casing, I don’t wait around to find out. 
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My feet pound the stairs and propel me into the comfort of  my 
office. My fingers flutter. My hands grope for my trusty telephone to call 
the authorities. I get the receiver into my grasp and freeze.

The beat of  ascending steps drum against the hollow stairs.
I start to dial but can barely hold a steady finger above each button. 

Outside my door, I hear the thump and scrape again…then again…and 
a third time more. I envision the killer dragging a lame ankle. My mind 
scrambles back and forth between the image of  the chain in his left hand 
and the knife in his right. Which would he use?

I press the phone’s receiver to my ear with the quaking grip of  a 
doomed victim, not a cool detective. As the line rings, a shadow stretches 
across the frosted pane set in my office door. The shadow is certainly 
human, short and stocky with a rounded head like a pill capsule.

“Who are you?” I cry, my voice vacillating between choir boy and 
fog horn.

The knob turns, but the shadow remains silent.
This is it, I tell myself. This is the moment the writer loses to the story.
In my mind, I can see no pleasant ending for the hero. No weapon. 

No witness. No escape except to jump from the window down to the frigid 
water.

I take a breath and tell myself  to fight back like a man, but as the 
door begins to open, my eyes flood like a rain gauge. I heard a scream, 
sharp and desperate like Fay Wray, but to my horror the cry is not from 
an elegant lady in trouble—it’s me shrieking as the world fades to black.
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